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ABSTRACT 
This thesis provides a constructivist grounded theory perspective of the subordination of 
women in senior leadership positions in selected Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) countries: South 
Africa, Zimbabwe, and Malawi. The invisibility of women in senior leadership positions 
motivated this research. Additionally, little attention has been devoted to the women in the 
SSA region, and the empirical evidence available in leadership originate from other parts of 
the world. There is essentially a gap in the literature on the experiences of female leaders in 
non-Western contexts. In August 2018, women in South Africa marched to the Johannesburg 
Stock Exchange (JSE) in Sandton in a #Total Shutdown campaign demanding that President 
Ramaphosa attends this meeting to force government to listen to the voices of women.  
A qualitative constructivist grounded theory research approach was followed using open-
ended unstructured interviews to collect primary data from women, of different nationalities, 
races, professional and educational backgrounds, in senior leadership positions. Constant 
comparative analysis was used until saturation was reached with thirteen participants. 
Epistemologically, a subjective position was taken, and the researcher acknowledged the 
multiple realities of the research participants. A constructivist-interpretive paradigm guided 
this study. 
Findings revealed how women are marginalised in their attempts to access and practice 
leadership, the effect of barriers, and the associated social structures, as well as the limited 
extent to which women can act upon them. The influence of social structures on women’s 
advancement into senior leadership positions and the reasons behind their failure to progress 
up to board level were extrapolated during the data analysis. Examples of social structures 
identified in the research include family, and institutions such as the church, as well as 
business organisations.  
There was consensus in the group of participants in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi 
regarding the factors that hinder women’s career progression. Amongst these factors were 
the invisible barriers for example sticky floors, lack of networking and cultural conformity. The 
findings showed that race, ethnicity, religion, and other features of identity such as marital 
status, affected how women navigated to leadership positions. This research found that the 
visibility of women and their progress in high-level positions are hindered by four elements of 
structural issues in society and in corporate environments, prevailing perceptions of gender 
and leadership, prejudice and discrimination and the women's responses to these barriers. 
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Issues connected with family, marriage, culture, religion, upbringing, discrimination, the ‘glass 
ceiling’ and sticky floors were eminent in conversations.  
Historically, a system of social stratification and patriarchal society prevails in SSA, whereby 
gender differentiation allows for male domination in all spheres of life, despite the existence 
of some matriarchal societies in countries such as Malawi. Findings also revealed that the 
role of patriarchy deprived women from advancing in senior leadership positions. Patriarchy 
remains deeply entrenched in the psyche of some of the women in leadership positions to 
the extent of considering it as a normal way of life.  
Women decline leadership positions over their societal roles, as mothers and wives. By 
supporting patriarchy, women in senior leadership positions are not enabling the 
transformation of organisations to include a greater representation of women at senior levels. 
However, there are other factors like the auto-discrimination of women and the acceptance 
of male-dominated leadership, which constitute hindrances to the women’s access to 
leadership positions. 
The main practical and theoretical contribution in this study is a conceptual framework 
established and presented in chapter 6 that may contribute to women leadership theory in 
the African context. The study offers recommendations to women, organisations, society at 
large, legislators and future researchers to support women leaders in SSA to attain and retain 
leadership positions. 
Having explored the experiences of women in SSA, there is scope for a stronger focus on 
the development of women in senior leadership positions and on the recognition of the 
barriers and social structures, as well as policies and various uncertainties, as opportunities 
for improving the situation of women. 
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CHAPTER 1: CONCEPTUALISATION 
“We have had the morality of submission, and the morality of chivalry and generosity; the time 
is now come for the morality of justice.” 
John Stuart Mill, The Subjection of Women 
1.1 Introduction 
The McKinsey Global Institute report (2019) indicated that women account for fifty percent of 
Africa’s population, but that only a small proportion hold leadership positions globally. 
Statistics provided by Ritchie and Roser (2019) show that, women in South Africa constituted 
50.92% of gender ratio, Zimbabwe 51.29%, and Malawi 50.46%, thus supporting that 
females, at least in these three countries constitute more than half of the respective 
populations but are underrepresented in decision making. 
This study was an exploration of the subordination of women in senior leadership positions 
and was motivated by their invisibility in top leadership. Cook and Glass (2014) posit that 
there is consensus on the existence of hidden barriers to the ascension of women to top 
leadership positions. This corroborates Hicks’ (2012) assertion of the absence of viable, 
concrete strategies and lack of gender - management strategies in most organisations to 
enable women to be in decision making positions. 
This research focussed on three sub-Saharan countries namely Zimbabwe, Malawi, and 
South Africa, because of a recent report revealing that in major sub-Saharan African 
countries, people are taking a favourable view about their future than in other countries 
globally (Wike & Simmons, 2015). Although there is literature on women in leadership, most 
material currently available comes from outside Africa especially the West (Du Preez, 2012). 
There is thus a need to investigate and identify the main factors relating to the subordination 
of women to address a gap in the literature on the experiences of female leaders in a non-
Western context. 
Chapter one outlines the research topic, the research interest and background on the issue 
of subordination of women in senior leadership positions. It also presents the keys terms, 
problem statement, and objectives of the study. 
1.2 Background 
The ascension of women to top leadership positions remains a challenge because of invisible 
barriers like glass ceiling, culture, and public policy, which prevail (Cook & Glass, 2014). The 
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invisibility and exclusion of women in senior leadership positions was highlighted by Akubue 
and Okolo (2010), who showed that 75% of low-income jobs in Africa are held by women 
despite being the majority population, while 90% of high-income jobs are occupied by men. 
Uchem and Ngwa (2014) asserted that women are social subordinates with unequal gender 
roles and relations with men, receive lower remunerations, and are excluded from decision-
making processes or promotions. 
Omarjee (2016) reported that in Africa, women occupied 47% of non-management 
professional positions, 40% middle level and a mere 29% of senior management level 
positions: thus, implying an absence of women throughout the career pipeline. The 
Businesswomen’s Association of South Africa’s (BWASA, 2017) statistics show that 29.4% 
of executive managers are women, with just 11.8% holding chairperson positions. According 
to the practices and remuneration trends report of PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), of all the 
companies listed on the JSE, only 3.31% of their chief executive officers (CEOs) are female 
(PwC SA Report, 2019). 
The member states of the United Nations (UN) General Assembly agreed on Agenda 2030 
and the global goals, (SDGs) in September 2015 (Biermann, Kanie & Kim, 2017). The heads 
of state of South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi made significant commitments to empower 
women and to act against the discrimination of women in education and in the workplace by 
signing the SDG protocols, which superseded MDGS (Fukuda - Parr, 2016). SDG is a 
supporting structure of the international development agenda addressing the issues of 
poverty, gender inequality and climate change (Odera & Mulusa, 2020). 
These commitments were reinforced by member countries constituting the organisation, 
Southern African Development Community’s (SADC). The protocol on gender and 
development aimed at eradicating the marginalisation of women in the SADC region (SADC 
protocol, 2016). In addition, South Africa, Zimbabwe, and Malawi embraced a plan for the 
future, Agenda 2063, which highlighted the need to achieve set goals in a period of 50 years 
from inception. It aimed at optimising the use of Africa’s commodities to the advantage of its 
people.  
South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi put legislation mechanisms and women empowerment 
policies in place to combat the invisibility of females in senior leadership positions. Numerous 
policies to eliminate bias and ensure equality are in place. The Employment Equity Act, No. 
55 of 1998, has a purpose of achieving equity in the workplace and aims to provide equal 
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opportunities to achieve equal representation through affirmative action measures (Republic 
of South Africa, 1998). This drive is also supported by the Labour Relations Act 66 of 1995. 
However, most organisations in South Africa score poorly in terms of gender equality 
practices, which means that policy in its current form is not designed to drive more women to 
the top (Thornton, 2018). The challenges women face in the workplace are well documented, 
while the experience and success of women in senior leadership positions are least 
understood (Glass & Cook, 2016). The Grant Thornton Report (2016) suggests that amidst 
growing pressure in the business arena, women issues should be prioritised for gender 
advancement in the workplace. Although revised policies were implemented in Zimbabwe 
and Malawi, not much has changed, and more should be done to improve the representation 
of women in organisations in those countries (McKinsey Global Institute, 2019). 
Women empowerment policies to combat the invisibility of females in leadership positions 
exist in South Africa, Zimbabwe, and Malawi (UN Women Africa, n.d-b, n.d-c). However, the 
Millennium Development Goals Report (UN, 2015) asserts that there is still gender inequality, 
such that women’s earnings are 24% lower than that of their male counterparts. Evidently, it 
is important to recognise that passing legislation alone does not bring about change, and that 
focussing on people’s attitudes, mindset, values and culture regarding women in senior 
leadership roles may yield positive results (Chiloane - Tsoka, 2012). 
UN millennium development goals report (2015) using country data on unemployment rates 
by level of education confirms that out of 85 per cent of the 92 countries with data, women 
with higher education have higher rates of unemployment than men with similar levels of 
education. Moreover, it is argued that traditional gender profiles and role expectations 
influence organisational policies and practices maintaining marginalisation of women and 
gender biased organisational culture (Martin & Barnard, 2013).  
The Southern African Regional African Universities report (SARAU, 2012) present data 
showing the proportional representation of university students by gender and South Africa 
has more women at fifty seven percent enrolled than men and Zimbabwe women enrolment 
was forty five percent (Wilson-Strydom & Fongwa, 2012). Evidence of social policies or law 
mechanisms for promoting women’s empowerment are in place nonetheless, these 
legislative measures remain limited and insufficient (Chiloane - Tsoka, 2012). A key issue is 
that women’s increased education has not resulted in proportionate increase in their 
presence in senior leadership positions (Joshi, 2014; World Bank Report, 2016, 2018). 
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Sultana (2012) confirms that despite women increased educational attainment, the power 
structure of most societies is still dominated by men. This limitation makes women in 
leadership vulnerable due to lack of resources and job opportunities. Moreover, the UN 
(2015) reported that women are at risk of poverty. Consequently, the empowerment of 
women is described in today’s development circles as a means to effect extraordinary strides 
for the society at large, yet there are impenetrable barriers of male-dominated organisations 
which undermine gender equality initiatives and continue to marginalise women (Martin & 
Barnard, 2013). There is a belief that organisations’ organograms and organisation cultures 
obliterate the upward mobility of women (Cha, 2013).  
McKinsey and Company (2015) reports that women are subordinate at every level of the 
organisation structure, especially at the senior level. The subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions is described in terms of a power relationship between men and women; 
with one remaining under the control of the other (Cobuild, 2010). The assumption being that 
the nature of control may differ from one woman to the other, it is necessary to understand 
the factors that perpetuate the subordination of female leaders to the extent of hindering the 
attainment of their full potential in senior leadership positions. 
Damaske (2011) used qualitative research through interviewing eighty women from New York 
City to investigate women’s expectations about workforce participation. His findings were that 
race, gender and a person’s class in society deeply influenced their cultural views on work 
and the associated relationships. In general, men have more resources and power created 
through the imbalance between the social powers that men and women enjoy in society. 
Discriminatory practices, policies, ideas, and beliefs are making women subordinate to men 
(Adisa, Cooke & Iwowo, 2019). 
One in five South African large businesses providing goods and services to the local 
population do not have women in senior leadership positions showing that the current policies 
have failed to propel women to the top. In 2016, it was reported that 39% of local businesses 
did not have any women in leadership positions, women held only 23% of senior positions in 
SA down from 27% in 2015 (“Gender advancement in workplace worsens in past decade”, 
2016). Subordination of women is viewed as an economic and business issue because 
women make fifty percent of the world’s population, if they do not achieve their full economic 
potential, the global economy will suffer (McKinsey Global Institute, 2019). 
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The lack of females in top leadership positions is a result of an inability to recognise and 
reward their potential (McKinsey & Company, 2020). According to women in the workplace 
2020, it is argued that not enough has been done to build a meaningful career progression 
path for women who are likely to fall off the career trajectory despite their high levels of 
education, (Ibid). Therefore, exploring and addressing the subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions and empowering women can result in more insights to address barriers 
to the ascension of women into senior leadership positions in the countries under study.  
Toendepi (2017) contends that the socio-economic challenges in South Africa affect the 
quality of life of people in sub-Saharan Africa, who depend on the economic prosperity of 
South Africa. Chen and Li (2013) argues that the behaviour of leaders, and leader 
characteristics vary across countries. Thus, the researcher’s motivation to study the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions in South Africa, Zimbabwe, and 
Malawi. 
1.2.1 South Africa 
The republic of South Africa has many ethnic groups, various cultures and eleven languages 
namely, English, Afrikaans, Zulu, Xhosa, Venda, Swazi, Tswana, Tsonga, Pedi, Sotho, and 
Ndebele (Pillay & Pillay, 2018). It is also considered as one of the most developed countries 
in Africa. The number of women heading families in South Africa is increasing because most 
employed men move to urban areas and other women choose not to get married but have 
children and extended families under their care (Milazzo & van de Walle, 2017). Female 
headship is also connected to apartheid (unique to South Africa), patriarchy, and deaths 
related to disease such as HIV/AIDS (Nwosu & Ndinda, 2018). According to Statistics South 
Africa (2019), about approximately 51,2% (approximately 30 million) of the SA people are 
female, and 7.97 million of the population are living with HIV and of these a fifth are women 
in their reproductive ages (15 - 49 years) (Statistics SA, 2019). Underage marriages reported 
in South Africa portray daughters as sources of revenue for families, instead of treasured 
family members, while the life of a son is valued far higher than that of a daughter because 
the boy child perpetuates the family name and contributes financially to the family home 
(Statistics South Africa [Stats SA] 2017; Sandstrom & Theodorou, 2016).  
The early marriages and preference of a girl child are factors that might be embedded in the 
subconscious mind of individuals which may start showing externally and carried into the 
work environment thereby perpetuating discrimination of women. 
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1.2.1.1 South Africa Legislative Tools 
The South African Government responded to gender mainstreaming by implementing the 
women empowerment policies as Statutes listed below.  
• Constitution of the Republic of South Africa Act 108 of 1996, as amended. 
• Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2000. 
• Basic conditions of Employment Act 75 of 1997, as amended. 
• Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998, as amended. 
• Preferential Procurement Policy Framework Act 5 of 2000. 
• Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act 4 of 2004. 
• National Environmental Management Act 107 of 1998. 
• Women Empowerment and Gender Equity Draft Bill Notice 701 of 2012. 
Other women empowerment policies/tools were the South African National Framework for 
Women Empowerment and Gender Equity of 2000 (The Gender Framework) and the 
National Development Plan Vision 2030. 
Notwithstanding South Africa’s excellent and favourable legislation on equality and women 
empowerment policies, women in South Africa still face various challenges in the workplace. 
The Businesswomen Association of South Africa statistics highlighted reveal that women are 
still underrepresented either as CEOs, directors, or senior managers. The lessened 
representation of women in South Africa proves that most if not all these legislations that 
were drafted with the objective and mandate of protecting and empowering women are there 
for academic purposes. This is because the legislation and women empowering policies are 
good on paper but are never implemented to their full capacity and therefore women in South 
Africa remain underrepresented and neglected in the corporate world. It can be noted that 
the constant underrepresentation of woman might not call for more legislation, but the 
implementation and application of existing legislation might give a different positive result in 
uplifting corporate South African women to higher and senior positions in the corporate 
ladder. The non-application for the above-mentioned women empowering legislation calls for 
women organizations and the South African Department of Women to monitor and enforce 
the implementation of the legislations for the betterment of women in South Africa. 
Businesswoman Association of South Africa (BWASA, 2017) reported that women 
constituted 34.3% of senior managers, 29.4% % executive managers, 20.7% of directors, 
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11.8% of chairpersons and 3.31% of chief executive officers and managing directors. 
Moreover, BWASA (2017) reported that gender pay gaps are wider in chief executive officer 
positions, yet the South African State-owned enterprises had only one female CEO which 
means many women leaders remain underpaid. It was acknowledged in the BWASA report 
that the South African women labour force experienced gender disparity despite the 
implementation of equity legislation and improved education. 
Past trends also demonstrate that transformation and equity within South African 
organisations are still unsatisfactory because according to the (BWASA, 2017) report ,9.2% 
women held executive director positions, 4.7% were appointed in CEO positions and women 
were still excluded from the most important key decision-making positions. In the 26 public 
universities in South Africa, men continue to outnumber women in senior positions by a ratio 
of 3 to 1 (BWASA, 2015). Du Plessis and Barkhuizen (2012) studied female engineers in 
South Africa and concluded that the most important psychological barrier to women career 
progression was discrimination. According to Damaske (2011), discrimination of employees 
by gender in the workplace caused women to change to female oriented jobs like teaching 
and nursing. 
1.2.2 Zimbabwe 
Although Zimbabwe’s socio-economic situation is currently turbulent, the multi-ethnic groups 
within the country still uphold their traditional values and cultures. According to Zimbabwe 
national statistics agency, (ZIMSTAT, 2019), 70 percent population is Shona and 20 percent 
Ndebele, white Zimbabweans are a small minority of the country's population together with 
other smaller ethnic groups (Muchemwa, 2016). 
In Zimbabwe families are headed by men who have a high level of control and the male child 
is treasured as he perpetuates the family name for generations. As a result, the development 
of women is restricted and the subordination of women in senior leadership positions 
becomes an issue of priority. The fact that around 50% of the population in South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and Malawi consists of women is an added factor as to why the development of 
women is essential (Ritchie & Roser, 2019). Addressing gender gaps could result in 
increased GDP for SSA countries, address unemployment of women and unequal 
opportunities in the workplace that are due to non-harnessed true potential (ILO, 2017).  
In the past, women were not allowed to receive higher education, due to the traditional belief 
that their central roles were taking care of their families and childbearing. Educated women 
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now take up the same responsibilities as men (Hunt & Samman, 2016). The main areas to 
be considered in achieving women equality are highlighted as the achievements of women 
and the economy, the challenges and disparities between women and the economy, the 
factors affecting the economic empowerment of women, and the measures to be taken for 
the development of women and the economy (Bradshaw, Castellino & Diop, 2013). 
1.2.2.1 Zimbabwe Legislative Tools 
Zimbabwe legislative tools or statutes comprise of the following:  
• Constitution of Zimbabwe Act 20, 2013. 
• Immovable Property Prevention and Discrimination Act 19 of 1998, as amended - Chapter 
8:16. 
• Zimbabwe Gender Commission Act 7 of 2015 - Chapter 10:31. 
• Domestic Violence Act 14 2006 - Chapter 5:16. 
• Sexual Offences Act of 8 2001 - Chapter 9:21. 
• Termination of Pregnancy Act 29 of 1977, as amended - Chapter 15:10. 
• Legal Age of Majority Act 10 of 1982, as amended. 
• Labour Relations Act 16 of 1985, as amended - Chapter 28:01. 
• Customary Marriage Act 23 of 1952, as amended - Chapter 5:07. 
Other women empowerment policies/tools include the National Gender Policy (2004), and 
National Gender Policy (2013 – 2017), National Gender Policy Implementation Strategy and 
Work plan (2008 – 2012) and National Financing Inclusion Strategy (Reserve Bank of 
Zimbabwe) 
Zimbabwe is one of the countries with a plethora of legislation that advocate for women 
emancipation and empowerment. The leadership or women in senior positions in Zimbabwe 
is still insignificant. This was propelled by UN Women in Africa (Supra) that 25% in Zimbabwe 
represent women in corporate and government entities. It is submitted that Zimbabwe is 
lagging in utilizing or implementing all the existing legislative frameworks in elevating women 
into high positions. This comes as a deficiency in gender mainstreaming in Zimbabwe. It can 
be concluded therefore that the Ministry of Women affairs, Gender, and community 
Development (Government of Zimbabwe) together with Non-Governmental organizations like 
Zimbabwe Women’s Resource Centre and Network (ZWRCN), Indigenous Businesswomen 
Organization, Musasa Project and women in Mining among other organizations are not using 
their full potential in helping women reach their top goals in the corporate sector. The above-
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mentioned organizations must take advantage of the existing legislation in Zimbabwe to 
encourage and advocate for women empowerment. These organizations must further take 
advantage that there is an existing Ministry of Women Affairs, Gender and Community 
Development formed by the Government of Zimbabwe. This Ministry forms the foundations 
of women empowerment which all the Zimbabwean women Organizations can use in 
enhancing their goals and aspirations in the corporate sector. 
Although Zimbabwe put in place the Affirmative Action Policy in 1992 to accommodate 
women in senior leadership positions, it is argued that despite legislative framework being in 
place, women are invisible in senior leadership positions (Ndlovu, 2015). According to UN 
Women Africa (n.d-c), Zimbabwe had only a 25% representation of women in government 
entities and, the Zimbabwe Defence Forces high level positions were only occupied by men. 
This occurrence is in spite of the government’s commitment to the UN Resolution relating to 
peace and security. Additionally, women’s representation in the Parliament of Zimbabwe 
remained low at 35% after the last elections held in July 2013. Female representation in the 
country’s 92 urban and rural councils remained below 20%, and the country’s new 26-
member cabinet had only three female ministers in 2013. 
1.2.3 Malawi 
Malawi is rated as one of the poorest countries with the least development (Page, 2019). The 
most affected people are women who remain subordinated (Mariotti, Hamer & Coffey, 2018). 
Malawi is multi-ethnic, the predominant group being Chewa comprising sixty percent of the 
population, minority groups include the Yao. Minzee (2015) confirmed that men in Malawi 
tend to adhere much more strongly to gender inequitable beliefs. The country’s development 
is guided by the Malawi Growth and Development Strategy (MGDS, 2015), a series of five-
year plans that contribute to the long-term development goals outlined in the Vision 2020. 
1.2.3.1 Malawi Legislative Tools 
Mbilizi (2013) posits that Malawi gained a reputation as a country that is resistant to change, 
especially regarding gender inequality and women empowerment. In contrast to Zimbabwe 
and South Africa, Malawi has a single statute namely: 
• Gender Equity Act 3 of 2013
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The other women empowerment policies/tools in Malawi are: 
• Gender Equality and Women empowerment Project (GEWE)
• National Gender Policy
• Malawi Growth and Development Strategy (MGDS)
• Future Gender Sector Wide Approach
Malawi is the second African country to have a female president in Africa. Despite having a 
woman holding such a high office in the land, Malawi is lagging in promulgating laws that 
foster, and encourage women empowerment. As a result of having few legislations and other 
women empowerment mechanisms in place, Malawi makes it difficult for Non-governmental 
organizations to advocate for women empowerment. It is submitted that NGOs lack the 
legislative support they need to advance women empowerment. As a result, Malawi is at the 
bottom of most African countries in responding to gender mainstreaming. While most African 
countries like South Africa and Zimbabwe need to enforce existing legislation, Malawi must 
start promulgating laws or policies that empower women in various aspects of life. Thereafter, 
Malawi will have to work on implementing those laws. Without more legislation or more 
women empowerment policies, Malawi and women organizations will face various hurdles in 
trying to empower women without proper legislations in place. Women empowerment 
legislations will equip organizations that advocate for women rights or women empowerment 
in general, especially in the corporate sector. Women empowerment policies will make it a 
little bit easier for women to hold senior and executive positions in workplaces. 
Malawi Government implemented the Gender Equality Act for the promotion of equal 
opportunities in education and in the workplace in addition to addressing sexual harassment 
and practices that discriminate against women. However according to Kayuni (2017), gender 
gaps persist in Malawi.  
1.3 Effectiveness of Legislative Policies 
The MDG (2015) report ascertains that there is still gender inequality and that women with 
tertiary education have higher unemployment rates than male counterparts in all the three 
countries selected for the study. Therefore, the effectiveness of legislative policies described 
in each country above, in addressing the subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions is unsatisfactory in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi. 
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While social policies or law mechanisms for promoting women empowerment are available, 
they are limited and insufficient. Furthermore, it is important to recognise that passing 
legislation alone does not bring about change, focus should be on people’s attitudes, mind 
sets, values and culture regarding leadership roles (Chiloane - Tsoka, 2012). Whilst 
Zimbabwe, Malawi and South Africa have gender and women empowerment policy tools in 
place to address gender inequalities, what is missing is an in-depth exploration of what must 
be done to enable these existing protection mechanisms to empower women in senior 
leadership positions. 
1.4 Key Concepts 
Key concepts in this study are subordination and leadership. 
1.4.1 Leadership 
Walumbwa, Avolio and Aryee (2011) found that empirical or theoretical work on leadership 
in Africa is not extensively addressed. Other scholars also confirm that literature addressing 
leadership in a non-western context is limited (Poltera, 2019; Titi Amayah & Haque, 2017).  
Manyonganise (2015) describe leadership as a series of actions that occur within the context 
of a culture. Nahavandi (2014) elaborates that leadership arises from a leader who is 
interacting with followers in each situation. In this research, a woman in senior leadership 
position is defined as someone who has commanding authority, decision making and/or 
influence within a group of people (Kwiyani, 2013). Other definitions of leadership include the 
system’s capacity to shape its future (Senge, Hamilton & Kania, 2015). Northouse and Lee 
(2019) propose a unique view of leadership, which encompasses everyday leadership 
practices, and which includes the significance of the leaders’ personal experiences, belief 
systems, and cultural backgrounds. In this study, the view is that women in management or 
executive roles who guide others to achieve organisational goals and objectives, with 
decision-making powers according to organisational structures and organograms, are senior 
leaders.  
Leadership involves the pursuit of common goals (Northouse & Lee, 2019). The researcher 
believes that leadership starts from within and is about following one’s own aspirations and 
visions. Northouse (2016) refers to the leadership philosophy as where a leader is conscious 
of his or her position, have set goals, be motivated, understand one’s strengths, weaknesses, 
emotions, morals, and values. In addition to this view, effective leadership requires future 
focus, team focus, ability to motivate others to attain business goals, cultural sensitivity, 
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emotional intelligence, focus on individual growth and standing up for what one believes in. 
Northouse and Lee (2019, p.1) define leadership as: 
"a Process whereby an individual influence a group of individuals to achieve a goal.” 
The four main constituents of leadership include leadership as a process, requiring influence, 
occurring in groups, and leadership involves common goals” (Northouse & Lee, 2019, p.1). 
1.4.2 Subordination 
Sachs (2018) defines subordination as being considered less important than someone else, 
whereas Merriam - Webster (n.d.) refers to subordination as repositioning in a lower class, 
rank, or location: the act or process of subordinating someone or something or the state of 
being subordinated. This definition does not elaborate on subordination as a process or 
situation. Fiske (2018) contends that subordination is whereby one stays or remains under 
the control of the other. Khazir (2017) cited Cobuild (2010) who refers to subordination as a 
position of less power, authority, less decision-making powers and staying under the control 
of another person on a lower status in a group or organisation. The social situation, in which 
women are subjugated by men, is defined as subordination (Coquery - Vidrovitch, 2018).  
Subordination presents many facets, which affect women in senior leadership positions. One 
of which is the theory of race relations that shapes the concept of racial hierarchy (Zou & 
Cheryan, 2017). Everyone ought to have an equal status, but the perception in theory is that 
some people are treated as superior to other races, whereby the creation of different classes 
subordinates the inferior people (Moreau, 2019). Moreover, subordination is further anchored 
in society where hierarchy is created, and women are subordinate to men and therefore are 
not entitled to equal treatment in various walks of life (Khattri, 2018). The suppression of 
women throughout history is outlined as a social organisation principle in the theory of 
domination and subordination, which constitute ways of living together, based on a chain of 
command (Bianco, 2014). In this theory, subordination is explained at the individual level of 
relationship between subjects, employment relationships, social relationships, democracy, 
and globalisation. 
In order to keep women under the control of men, patriarchy perpetuates key traditional and 
social customs, such as son-preference and social roles, in which men make all decisions, 
hold positions of power and authority, and are considered as superior through the process of 
socialisation (Coquery - Vidrovitch, 2018). Encompassing all these definitions, the 
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subordination of women refers to women having a lower status with patriarchal domination, 
lacking resources and decision-making powers. 
Thus, the subordination of women places them in inferior positions with respect to men and 
the domination of women by other women [the Queen Bees] (Sengul, Cinar & Bulut, 2019). 
The term Queen Bee was defined first in 1973 by Staines, Travis and Jayaratne as cited in 
Buchannan, to describe a woman in a position of authority, who treats subordinates more 
critically (Buchanan, Warning & Tett, 2012). This definition helped to show the complicated 
roots of oppressive practices in society to such an extent that Yuval - Davis (2011) asserts 
that women are among the most oppressed persons in society, whilst other researchers 
demonstrate that men still dominate women in organisations (Sultana, 2012). 
Maürtin-Cairncross (2013) conducted a study in South Africa and showed that women 
experience some sense of invisibility and exclusion within their workplaces. Although more 
women attained higher levels of education, their positions remained concentrated on the 
lower hierarchies in the workplace, with the unequal gender roles and relations with men, 
wage discrimination or pay gaps, exclusion from decision-making or promotions form the 
basis of their subordination (Goldin, 2014). The subordination of women translates to the 
marginalisation and subjugation of females by their male counterparts (Uchem & Ngwa, 
2014). Cultural factors and their influence on women’s leadership and engagement in the 
workplace have played a key role in establishing whether such subordination exists (Kirkman, 
Shapiro, Lu & McGurrin, 2016). 
1.5 Rationale of the Study 
The preliminary literature review revealed a gap in the representation of females in positions 
of leadership and established that the subordination of women in Sub-Saharan Africa has not 
been broadly explored (Du Preez, 2012). Exploring this subordination can provide theoretical 
insights into the challenges and opportunities to improve the visibility of women in corporate 
executive positions. This research aims to provide current evidence supporting and clarifying 
the experiences, ideologies, and knowledge of the women in context in order to better inform 
policy makers. Given the necessity to empower women into leadership in SSA, the study 
aims to offer a conceptual framework as an approach to the matter.  
By questioning subordination of women in leadership positions, new challenges are 
highlighted for both organisations and individuals by directly confronting legal frameworks, 
society, and business in support of women on their career trajectories. Simultaneously, the 
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effectiveness of legal frameworks in place to address country-specific initiatives on women 
empowerment are examined. The study was approached using an interpretivist and 
subjective philosophy, to situate it within the larger discussion of increasing the numbers of 
females in leadership positions in sub-Saharan Africa. Disentangling the subordination of 
women in senior leadership positions provides insights into the possible solutions for gender 
inequality in this context. 
Although the aim of most country-specific interventions is to promote sustainable economic 
growth and reduce poverty rates, women are at risk of poverty post 2015 (UN, 2015). Poverty 
perpetuates the subordination of women in leadership positions and its reduction remains a 
major challenge in the Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) region, whereby 
economic growth is seen as a key ingredient to reduce poverty rates (UN, 2018). Zimbabwe 
Interim Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (2016) reported by the Ministry of finance and 
economic development ratified international and regional protocols and declarations, but 
there has been no notable success in women’s economic empowerment with only 11% of 
redistributed land given to women. Empirical evidence suggests that economic growth is 
related to gender equality or inequality (Hakura, Hussain, Newiak, Thakoor & Yang, 2016). 
Furthermore, little attention has been devoted to the women in the SADC region, whereas 
the empirical evidence comes from various parts of the world (Bolden & Kirk, 2009; Madimbo, 
2016; Nkomo, 2011). There is a need to investigate and identify the factors causing the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions, and the associated roles in the 
invisibility of said women in top leadership positions in organisations. 
1.6 Problem Statement 
History orients men and women to act as either superior or inferior; hence, a more 
complementary stance is required (Eze, Lindegger & Rakoczy, 2016). In an ideal, world 
women should be given the same rights as men. These rights should encompass the capacity 
to enjoy equal rights in every sphere of life including but not limited to the civil, political, 
economic, social, and cultural spheres (Kiranmayi & Joseph, 2018). 
Although women in Sub-Saharan Africa are integral to the continent’s growth, they remain 
unemployed or in junior positions in organisations (UNDP, 2016). These women tend to 
experience lower salaries, slower rates of promotion, and lower rates of retention in senior 
leadership positions (Surawicz, 2016). For women, earning less perpetuates the cycle of 
poverty. The issue of poverty is linked to several factors, one of which is the deep-seated 
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problem of subordination of women in senior leadership positions. Historically, unemployment 
remains higher for women, who also continue to earn less than men (Albanesi & Şahin, 2018). 
The subordination of women in senior leadership positions in Sub Saharan Africa should be 
addressed for purposes of equality attainment. 
To explore this phenomenon and gain a fuller understanding of the reasons behind the 
subordination of women and the extent to which this contributes to their status when in senior 
leadership positions, the researcher opted to use a qualitative research approach.  
1.6.1 Main Research Question 
Table 1.1 presents the main research question, the main objectives, and the research sub-
questions and sub-research objections. 
Table 1.1: 
Research Questions and Research Objectives 
The main research question is stated as: 
What factors contribute to the subordination of women in senior leadership positions in sub-Saharan Africa?  
The main research objective is: 
To explore factors that contribute to the subordination of women in senior leadership positions in sub-
Saharan Africa.  
Sub-objectives Sub-research Questions 
RO1: To generate meta insights into the factors that 
can lead to the subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions. 
Sub-RQ1: What meta insights can be gained into 
the factors that can lead to the subordination of 
women in senior leadership positions? 
RO2: To explore to the extent to which women in 
senior leadership positions can overcome these 
factors. 
Sub-RQ2: To what extent can women in senior 
leadership positions overcome these factors? 
RO3: To develop an understanding of how the 
subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions affects their role within organisations.  
Sub-RQ3: How has the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions influenced their role 
within organisations?  
RO4: To develop a theory on women and their 
subordination, which may support them to adopt a 
more assertive attitude within their role in senior 
leadership positions. 
Sub-RO4: What theory is appropriate to build a 
framework that supports women to adopt a more 
assertive role in senior leadership positions? 
 
A theoretical framework in which the research is positioned is presented in Table 1.2 and 
theories underpinning the research are unpacked extensively in Chapter 4.  
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1.7 Theoretical Framework 
Grounded Theory (GT) does not overtly use a theoretical framework or conceptual framework 
in its design, but this is inferred and supports the method design because GT aims to discover 
or construct theory grounded in data (Chun Tie, Birks & Francis, 2019). Charmaz (2014, 
2006) confirms the development of conceptual frameworks or theories through data analysis. 
This study is supported by a conceptual framework presented in chapter six because 
literature review was deferred to allow for an inductive process of data collection after which 
meaning was created through data analysis and the modelling of theory followed literature 
review (Charmaz, 2014; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
The conceptual framework in this study specifies the key variables influencing subordination 
of women in senior leadership positions including the woman as an individual, the 
organisation and its context and social structures highlighting the need to examine how these 
key variables might differ under different circumstances. The theory that explains why women 
in senior leadership positions in SSA are subordinated is described by the frameworks in 
Chapter 6. This framework extends existing knowledge and introduces new ways of thinking 
critically about subordination and associated issues identified like voluntary subordination, 
capitulating and work hijacking which have not been extensively discussed in literature in the 
African context. 
1.8 Integrative Theoretical Framework  
The theoretical framework in this research emerged in the data analysis phase (Osanloo & 
Grant, 2016). The data analysis and coding process elicited ten categories: subordination, 
leadership, promotion opportunities, capitulating, work hijacking, patriarchy, education, race 
card, support structures and entrepreneurship. These categories subsumed subcategories 
as in Table 3.2. Work hijacking and capitulating were in ‘vivo codes’ - terms that the 
researcher used as Charmaz (2006, p.16) contends that ‘people construct data’.  
The theoretical framework presented below (Table 1.2) emerged from the simultaneous 
conceptual analysis of the categories and subcategories as concepts referenced to literature 
in chapter four and five. 
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The theoretical framework outlined in Table 1.2 emerged after literature review was 
conducted subsequent to data analysis and used to support the research argumentation. 
(Kivunja, 2018). Extensive literature review follows in Chapter four and five. 
1.9 Research Contributions 
Through a qualitative, constructivist grounded theory approach and open-ended unstructured 
interviews, the following contributions are envisaged: 
1.9.1 Theoretical Contributions 
The substantive theory on the subordination of women in senior leadership positions firstly 
contributes to the existing body of knowledge on the topic by offering meta-insights about 
subordination in the context of sub -Saharan Africa. Secondly the invisibility of women in 
senior leadership positions remains a challenge therefore the substantive theory in the study 
provides a useful framework for alternative solutions for organisations, businesses, schools, 
the community, and legislators. Thirdly, it provides insights into the factors affecting the 
ascension of women into leadership and insights into how resolving the challenges of gender 
inequality may contribute to economic growth and development and assist these countries in 
achieving the SDG goals. Finally, the study expands the existing knowledge on the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions and advances research on the topic in 
the sub - Saharan African context for use by policy makers and organisations. 
1.9.2 Methodological Contributions 
Lessons learnt during interviewing on how to approach data collection offer a methodological 
contribution to constructivist Grounded Theory and may be of great use. Therefore, this study 
may add to the approaches used on such topics in future studies. It is envisaged that the 
study will contribute to methods used in collecting data from African countries. 
1.9.3 Practical Contributions 
One of the practical contributions of this research is the rich detailed insights provided by the 
experiences of women in senior leadership positions, which were obtained through semi-
structured interviewing. The deconstruction of the subordination of women and gender bias 
taken together can be empowering, thus enabling women to do more and attain more top 
leadership positions. The stories of women may inform and inspire readers and businesses 
towards social justice.  
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Another practical contribution is the establishment of a framework for analysing the process 
of subordination of women in senior leadership positions in sub-Saharan Africa. It is 
envisaged that these legislative tools can protect women from subordination and thus lead to 
social and economic transformation. The study serves to enhance the image of women as 
leaders and inspire change in gender-based cultures. The study also serves to create a 
greater awareness among organisations and society on the significance of considering a 
proper and practical strategic approach towards enabling women to attain or retain senior 
leadership positions.  
Based on the assumption that the implementation of new gender initiatives will continue in 
sub-Saharan Africa, this research seeks to contribute to the way in which organisations and 
legislators may implement women empowerment initiatives to achieve greater numbers of 
females in senior leadership positions. The research findings significantly add to the 
knowledge on the topic.  
The study could be an acceleration vehicle for the reduction of poverty amongst women and 
subsequently aid the achievement of the SDGs of Zimbabwe, Malawi, and South Africa. The 
study can also be used to enhance policy tools that are currently utilised for women 
empowerment, and support Zimbabwe, Malawi, and South Africa with their development 
strategies. The research can assist the SADC protocol on women programme of action to 
integrate and mainstream gender issues and community building initiatives for sustainable 
development. 
1.10 Delimitation of the Research 
Simon (2011) defines delimitations as where one chooses to draw the line in research and 
define the boundaries of a study.  
1.10.1 This Research Is Not About 
• Feminism: it does not advocate for women's rights on the ground of the equality of the 
sexes. 
• Lack of attributes: the abilities, skills and attitudes of women are assumed to be required 
in senior leadership positions. 
• Political anarchy of women. 
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1.10.2 This Research Is About 
• Generating meta insights on the factors which lead to the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions. 
• Developing an understanding of how the subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions leads to their invisibility and obliterates their career trajectory. 
• Developing a new theory, on women and their subordination within their role in senior 
leadership positions, which may enable them to adopt a more assertive attitude within the 
role. 
1.11 Thesis Structure 
The thesis consists of eight chapters as outlined below. 
Chapter One contextualises the research introducing the topic, interest, and background of 
the study. It explains the keys terms, rationale, and problem statement, including the gap in 
the current body of knowledge, as well as the research questions and objectives. The 
theoretical, methodological, and practical contributions are presented. This chapter also 
outlines the organisation of thesis. 
Chapter Two presents my research philosophy, approach, and design. It addresses the 
philosophical approaches, and the epistemological, ontological, and axiological assumptions. 
The chapter then highlights the research population, followed by an explanation of the 
theoretical sampling, before drawing a summary of the research sample in table format. 
Further, it presents the data collection techniques, mainly open-ended interviews, 
observational notes, memos, and decisions taken in executing the research. 
The Chapter discusses and outlines three steps to coding during data analysis namely initial 
coding, focused coding, and theoretical coding, which are included with examples of each 
coding process. Additionally, it explains the constant comparative technique. Unlike in 
quantitative research, where the literature review is undertaken before the data collection to 
guide the research question and the methods used, in constructivists Grounded Theory, the 
literature review was conducted after the data collection.  
Chapter Three presents research findings in the form of the emerging categories and sub-
categories extracted from the primary data. Data presentation was done in a realist style of 
tales where the inclusion of participants’ voices is key; and data is elucidated through the 
participants’ voices. A mind-map showing the interconnectedness of categories and 
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subcategories is presented. The outline of the chapter is in accordance with the ten 
categories and subcategories including subordination, leadership, promotion opportunities, 
capitulating, work hijacking, patriarchy, education, race card, support structures and 
entrepreneurship. 
Chapter Four contextualises the study in detail in the relevant literature, which was reviewed 
when the categories were considered saturated. The review of the literature covered 
subordination, invisible barriers such as sticky floors, glass cliffs escalators or elevators, 
maternal walls, gender bias, patriarchy, culture, leadership and promotion opportunities. 
Race, education and entrepreneurship were also included in literature review.  
The Chapter also explains the contextual differences amongst South Africa, Zimbabwe and 
Malawi. A detailed discussion of extant theoretical concepts is conducted after the data 
analysis chapter because Charmaz (2014, p.306) recommends a comprehensive and 
purposeful literature review to support the position of the researcher and to avoid presenting 
old theoretical problems. At the beginning of the extant research, literature is used to justify 
the research questions (Charmaz, 2014).  
Chapter Five discusses the findings in relation to the literature. Topics covered were 
subordination, patriarchy, cultural background, religion, society, capitulating and work 
hijacking, education and promotions, individual barriers, race card, support structures, and 
survival strategies, leadership, identity shifts and entrepreneurship, as well as gender 
stereotyping and discrimination. 
Chapter Six offers a detailed discussion of the conceptual framework and theory on 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions. It discusses subordination at three 
levels according to research findings mainly individual, social and organisational levels. This 
framework was constructed from the categories and subcategories on the experiences of 
women leaders as outlined in Chapter 3 and based on the literature in Chapter 4 and data 
integration as in Chapter 5.  
Chapter Seven summarises all chapters and answers the research main question and the 
sub research questions. It presents conclusions, recommendations and critical reflections 
based on what emerged during the research process. Lastly, it provides the study limitations 
and direction for future research. 
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Chapter Eight presents the researcher’s journey from the planning stage to choosing the 
research institution and research topic. It outlines her reflections on using GT as a research 
methodology. It explains the use of technology in the context to this study and the researcher. 
Lastly, it shares the researcher’s personal challenges, strengths and weaknesses. It lastly 
provides a summary to conclude the thesis. 
1.12 Chapter Summary 
Chapter 1 provided relevant background information and rationale of the study and outlined 
the research objectives and questions. In GT, the literature review is an area of tension 
among researchers, centred on when and how to conduct the literature review because of 
the potential that literature review may bias a researcher’s thinking and analysis (Elliott & 
Higgins, 2012). 
For this study, the preliminary literature review was discussed in chapter one with the goal of 
understanding current research and the gaps existing in the literature to refine the scope of 
the research. The knowledge gap consisted in that the majority of the studies undertaken on 
women in senior leadership positions were from the west and not much is known about 
women leaders in Sub Saharan Africa. The results of this study may fill this gap by providing 
literature in a non - western context, which may benefit women leaders, organisations and 
law makers and other stakeholders. 
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CHAPTER 2: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Rather we are part of the world we study, the data we collect and the analyses we produce. 
Kathy Charmaz, 1039-2020, Developer of Constructivist Grounded Theory 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the research methodology used for the qualitative grounded theory 
study on the subordination of women in senior leadership positions. The approach 
recommended by Charmaz (2006, 2014) was followed. This approach allowed for an 
exploration of subordination and gain a deeper meaning through the experiences of 
participants. The nature of the main research question, what factors contribute to the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions in sub - Saharan Africa, was suited to 
grounded theory because it allowed for exploration and theory to emerge as opposed to 
forcing assumptions. 
The aspects covered included in this chapter are the researcher’s underpinning research 
philosophy, which embraced a relativist ontological position, and interpretivism was chosen 
as an epistemological position. The axiological and methodological assumptions are 
addressed in the Chapter. The applicability of grounded theory (GT) and the constructivist 
grounded theory methodology (GTM) are also discussed. The research design, population, 
theoretical sampling technique, sample of the study are described. Data collection, 
encompassing open-ended interviews, audio recordings, observation and memo writing, is 
discussed. Three steps of data analysis were initial, focussed and theoretical coding. Lastly, 
elements of rigour in constructivist grounded theory (CGT) of fit, trustworthiness, workability, 
dependability, transferability, ethical concerns are discussed and presented. 
Grounded Theory is unpacked in chapter two and not as expected, a full literature review in 
order to avoid being embedded in extensive information not related to data analysis 
categories; thereby preventing forcing data into preconceived categories. The literature in 
chapter one constituted a ‘contextualisation’ of the study, rather than a traditional literature 
review, which followed in chapter four. Timonen, Foley and Conlon (2018) recognise the 
necessity of conducting a literature review before data analysis in order to contextualise the 
research and justify the research questions. A full literature review in chapter four is supported 
by Glaser and Strauss (1967). Charmaz (2006, p.166) also cautions that a literature review 
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may hinder creativity and advises instead not to focus on the literature review until categories 
emerge. 
2.2 Research Philosophy 
Phillips and Pugh (2010) describes research rigour as an important consideration in research 
methodology. The source, nature and development of knowledge forms the basis of the 
research philosophy (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). In this study an interpretivist approach was 
adopted, of which the CGT approach aspect reverberated with the study, as the researcher 
chose not to separate herself from the study (Singh & Estefan, 2018). 
Beliefs and assumptions about the development of knowledge formed the basis of the 
researcher’s research philosophy (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2015). The philosophical 
position of the researcher was that reality is constructed by those who experience it (Creswell 
& Creswell, 2018), in this case, the senior women leaders. The research philosophy adopted 
by the researcher contained the ontological, epistemological, axiological and methodological 
assumptions discussed below. 
2.2.1 Ontological Assumption 
Killam (2013, p.7) defines ontology as the study of being that deals with the nature of reality. 
The researcher embraced the ontological position or the notion that there is an external world, 
of which individuals can only directly access the representations of the world in individual 
consciousness (Killam, 2013). This research was approached more from a 
relativist/subjectivist ontological position, acknowledging that individual experiences are 
influenced by cultural and social backgrounds (King, Horrocks & Brooks, 2018). In relativist 
ontology, reality is diverse, and a researcher participates in its construction, and as such 
reality is subjective (Charmaz, 2014). This construction of reality was embraced 
acknowledging that women in senior leadership positions engage with other people and 
social structures that may be outside of an individual’s control (King et al., 2018). 
Leadership experiences occur within socially and contextually defined and accepted norms, 
thus enabling workplace environments to define women leaders and their relationships 
(Moya, 2011). The researcher’s relationship with the reality of the study (Charmaz, 2014; 
Crotty, 2011), encompassed different views, multiple and subjective realities that are socially 
constructed (Bryman, 2012). Charmaz (2014) posits that there are many truths dependant 
on the views of the observer, and that what counts as truth can vary from time to time and 
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place to place. The researcher’s view is that that reality is subjective, multiple and socially 
constructed (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016). 
Ontologically, the researcher ascribed to the view that people react to the changes in their 
environment. Charmaz (2014) points out that in relativist ontology, realities are locally and 
specifically constructed or co-constructed. This approach interprets the studied world, without 
an exact picture of it (Charmaz, 2009, 2017). Birks and Mills (2011) and Charmaz (2006) 
describe this position as arising from the experiences of people in relation to their 
philosophical foundations influenced by issues in society, their culture, or other external 
influences. 
2.2.2 Epistemological Assumptions 
The researchers’ epistemological position was interpretivism. According to Denzin, Lincoln, 
Guba, and Lincoln (2005), epistemology explores the connection between the knower and 
the knowledge. The researcher’s belief was that knowledge is subjective, individuals 
construct their world in different ways, depending on their background and social context 
(Killam, 2013). The researcher’s epistemological view was influenced by Charmaz’s (2014) 
argument that meaning in constructivist GT is mutually established when the researcher and 
participants, interact and that reality is fluid and subject to changes.  
From an epistemological point of view, the research meaning or truth on the subordination of 
women in senior positions comes from the interaction or engagement with the actualities of 
the world, i.e., the interactions with women in senior leadership positions in South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and Malawi.  
Gray (2018) asserts that participants construct their own meaning in various ways. The 
purpose of studying the subordination of women in senior leadership positions is to 
understand their subjective experiences of reality and multiple truths in South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and Malawi (Levers, 2013). This endeavour was in itself a construction of 
knowledge based on subjective beliefs, values, reasons and understandings between the 
researcher and the participants (Charmaz, 2006). Knowledge was therefore constructed from 
interpreting the participants meaning of what was happening in their lives and the 
researcher’s own interpretation.  
The subjectivist research revealed how the participants’ experiences in senior leadership 
shaped their perception of the world (Moon & Blackman, 2014). The researcher posited that 
knowledge was subjective and that individuals constructed their world in different ways, 
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depending on their background and social context. In this study, theory building 
encompassed the researcher’s own understanding and interpretation (Charmaz, 2014). The 
construction of knowledge depended on language and on the language of participants 
interacting with that of the researcher.  
According to Haynes (2017), in reflexivity, the researcher acknowledges the way in which 
she affects both the research process and the outcome. Being a female, the researcher 
perceived subordination from a woman’s lens. Reflexivity acted as a strategy in constant 
comparative analysis (Charmaz, 2014). This approach supported the researcher in favouring 
the data over any other input to ensure grounded research. Thornburg (2012) states that 
researchers should not overlook existing literature and knowledge but use it critically. The 
purpose of studying the subordination of women in senior leadership positions was to 
understand their subjective experiences of reality and multiple truths in South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and Malawi. 
2.2.3 Axiological Assumptions 
What the researcher believed to be valuable and ethical is referred to as axiology (Killam, 
2013). It deals with the values and opinion of the researcher in a research process, and in 
the collection and analysis of data (McGregor & Murnane, 2010). The researcher’s position 
was that values are integral parts of social life, and that no values are wrong; they are only 
different (Saunders et al., 2012). Whilst Glaser and Strauss (1967) assert that the role of 
values is that a researcher is a neutral and a passive expert, this research adopted the 
constructivist position. The researcher maintained a “non-neutral” researcher perspective, 
acknowledging personal priorities, positions and values (Charmaz, 2006, 2014). 
Additionally, the researcher actively constructed an understanding of subordination of women 
in leadership. The researcher was an integral part of the research process and theory 
construction (Charmaz, 2006, p.524). The ability to recognise any tendency towards bias was 
exercised by considering all the possible facts, variables and ideas, which played a part in 
the subordination of women in senior leadership positions. Having lived the life of a woman 
in senior leadership positions, the researcher recognised that her opinion might influence 
conversations and avoided probing along subconscious opinions. McGregor and Murnane 
(2010, p.421) state that axiology deals with the role played by the researcher’s values in the 
generation of theory. 
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2.2.4 Methodological Assumption 
Methodological assumptions were the beliefs considered by the researcher regarding the 
methods and research strategy used in the qualitative research study (Creswell, 2014). The 
word “Methodology” was applied to cover the researcher’s philosophical and methodological 
positions (Gehrels, 2013). Kothari (2017) explains methodology as including the strategies 
used in the research, the choices of methods used to gather and analyse data. One of the 
ethical considerations was honesty in capturing the voices of the participants in the study and 
the methodological assumption was that the participants shared their experiences truthfully. 
The grounded theory methodology was used in exploring the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions. 
2.2.4.1 Grounded Theory 
Grounded Theory (GT) is a general research method, which focuses on data collection and 
details rigorous procedures for data analysis (Corley, 2015, p.600). It is defined as a 
methodology of analysis associated with data collection, which uses a systematically applied 
set of methods to generate an inductive theory on a substantive area (Glaser, 1992, p.216). 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) presents GT as a general methodology, which generates new 
theories in the humanities and social sciences. GT was an ideal way to examine, explore and 
interpret leadership practices in a specific social context or phenomena (Charmaz, 2014). GT 
provided a guideline to theorise the leadership of women in multiple ways and in multiple 
contexts. GT allowed the research theory to be specific in the context in which it was 
developed. It was ‘grounded’ in the data from the interviews, rather than relying on analytical 
constructs, categories or variables from pre-existing theories (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). 
Methodological strategies of coding, memo-writing, and theoretical sampling were used 
(Charmaz, 2014). 
The GT approach was appropriate as the research sought to conceptualise each participant’s 
experience in senior leadership position, through the coding and constant comparative 
analysis of the data from interviews, and build a theory based on the interpretations. The GT 
methodology provided the freedom to explore the subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions, allowing issues to emerge (Charmaz, 2014, 2020; Glaser, 1978, 1998) 
GT provided a methodology that enabled the concerns of the participants to emerge in 
context (Charmaz, 2006).  
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It was also important to identify a methodology that allowed the emergence of data without 
preconceived ideas (Charmaz, 2014). GT refer to both the research process and the end 
result in the research, the theory grounded in data. The GT methodology was the 
philosophical positioning of the researcher and a combination of research methods and 
techniques used in this research (Walsh et al., 2015). The purpose of GT process is to identify 
a ‘‘core’’ category that emerges from data as explaining the main research concern, 
subordination. 
GTM has specific characteristics in design, data collection and analysis, which were followed 
to authentically develop theory inductively, which are theoretical sampling, constant 
comparative method and saturation of data (Charmaz, 2014; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). It is 
an inductive approach in which immersion in the empirical data was the starting point for the 
development of a theory about the subordination of women in senior leadership positions, 
and by which the researcher retained the link to the field data. Instead of "forcing" theories 
"on" the empirical data to interpret them, the researcher relied on the emergence of 
categories for theorisation or subcategories that were suggested by the field data. 
Characteristics integral to GT were theoretical sensitivity, theoretical sampling, constant 
comparison, coding and data categorising, theoretical memos and diagrams, as well as 
referral to existing literature and integration of theory (McCann & Polacsek, 2018).  
All the GT characteristics were used in a systematic, yet flexible manner to collect and 
analyse data and then construct a theory. According to Creswell (2005, p.405), in grounded 
theory, data is collected and analysed immediately rather than waiting until all data are 
collected, and then decide about what data to collect next on this analysis. In this regard, 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) explain that these operations must be done "together", lest one 
blurs the usual boundaries between the collection and analysis of data by "merging" these 
operations from beginning to end in carrying out the research. 
The GT methodology, as a constructivist approach was selected for the study after 
considering current debates and factions within GT (Kenny & Fourie, 2015). An interpretative, 
constructivist, qualitative methodological approach was appropriate because it allowed 
women-participants in senior leadership to provide their own perspectives, “understanding 
from within” (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2005). The researcher’s role was listening to the 
participants and assigning meanings within the context of their own lived experience.  
29 of 323 
The researcher selected GTM for the reasons described by Charmaz (2014), its application 
to socially related topics and the ability to discover the meaning and deeper processes that 
might shed light on the nature of the subordination of women in senior leadership positions 
in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi. The nature of the research topic is suited to GT 
because it enables the exploration and emergence of theories, as opposed to forcing 
assumptions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The researcher can easily force her own perceptions 
onto data and research participants because of her own background. Perceptions and bias 
were avoided by following the GT process and the constant comparison-analysis helped in 
preventing influencing the data analysis. Because of the researcher’s desire to uncover the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions and their thought processes, GT was 
best suited to capture these insights from the perspective of these leaders. The constructivist 
GTM was appropriate to address the research problem statement for meaning and 
understanding of the subordination and leadership of women in senior positions. 
2.3 Research Design 
In general, research design connects the existential data to the study’s initial research 
questions and then to the analysis and ultimately to its conclusions (Creswell, 2014). A more 
precise definition of research design is what is to be explored and the process of doing it 
(Babbie & Mouton, 2016). The subordination of women in senior leadership positions was 
explored using a qualitative research design to discover what problems exist in a social scene 
and how to handle them. The researcher ascribed to the principle that qualitative research 
provides a first-hand experience of women in senior leadership positions and thus provides 
the most meaningful data (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). 
The inductive approach was applied, as the objective of the study was to build theory from 
the collected data (Ukpere, 2014). The research has an interpretivist perspective and 
categories and subcategories emerged inductively from the data. Induction was the 
elucidation of the patterns in the data and of what concepts and hypotheses emerged 
(Urquahart, 2012). With an explorative purpose, a constructivist GT approach befitted this 
orientation, because it allowed meaning to be constructed between the researcher and the 
participants (Charmaz, 2011). In order to have a complete research design, Ke and 
Wenglensky (2010) outline the general elements in a GT research design, as question 
formulating, theoretical sampling, interview transcribing and contact summary, data chunking 
and data naming/ coding. 
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2.3.1 Population 
The target population comprised of women in senior leadership positions who were aged 25 
- 70 years, with at least five years’ experience in senior leadership positions from South 
Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi, respectively. In South Africa few women held executive 
leadership positions according to a report showing that 20% of businesses did not have a 
woman in senior management (Thornton, 2018). The Businesswomen’s Association of South 
Africa (BWASA, 2017) confirmed that 22% of board directors are women, seven per cent 
executive directors and only 10% CEOs are women. According to Zengeni and Makichi 
(2016), there were 64 listed companies in Zimbabwe with 482 directors and, out of these only 
50 were female. Malawi has far fewer women than men in decision-making positions (Kayuni, 
Chasukwa, Dulani & Sambo, 2019). Creswell (2012) advises on creating diversity therefore 
the population targeted included different racial groups to enable the possibility of exploring 
differences. 
2.3.2 Theoretical Sampling 
Theoretical sampling is described as sampling to develop the properties of emerging 
categories until no new properties emerge (Charmaz, 2014). Theoretical sampling was used 
to identify participants that allowed categories and subcategories to emerge during the data 
collection process and to direct the selection of subsequent participants (Charmaz, 2014). 
The approach allowed for flexibility and emergence of theory. Theoretical sampling supported 
the process of conducting interviews to continue until saturation was achieved.  
GT studies differ from other qualitative research approaches in the way sampling is done. 
Another definition of theoretical sampling is that of a process of selecting the data to be 
collected based on the analysis of previously collected data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Jones 
and Alony (2011) confirm the use of theoretical sampling in GT methodology to systematically 
select new participants or data which gave direction to samples, which were most salient for 
the research being undertaken. Based on all these definitions of theoretical sampling, the 
data from initial sample interviews guided the researcher on what to collect next and where 
(Birks & Mills, 2015).  
Initially three women, one from South Africa, another from Zimbabwe and a third from Malawi 
were identified for interviewing based on prior experience in senior leadership positions in 
their respective countries. Rudestam and Newton (2015, p.123) advise on seeking 
respondents with sufficient knowledge on area of investigation, who can make meaningful 
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contribution to enhance the understanding of women leaders’ experiences. Whilst adhering 
to theoretical sampling, data collection progressed to include participants of other races and 
a diversity of women leaders (Charmaz, 2014). With theoretical sampling emergent leads 
were followed for the next sampling. Theoretical sampling was used to maximise the 
similarities and differences of information in the research process (Creswell, 2014) 
Through a back and forth process of data collection and analysis, the sampling strategy was 
increasingly focused (Charmaz, 2014). The researcher developed ideas from constant 
comparative analysis during the interviews and determined the next plan of action and 
questions to ask whilst doing theoretical sampling. When gaps were identified in the data 
obtained or developing theory, other participants were theoretically selected to clarify 
uncertainties, fill in gaps and build the emerging theory (Urquahart, 2012). Theoretical 
sampling enabled the researcher to follow on emergent leads and ground the data, whilst 
increasing precision of categories (Charmaz, 2014). During theoretical sampling, ideas on 
the subordination of women in senior leadership positions became clearer. The disadvantage 
of interrupting theoretical sampling based on data saturation was the lack of stipulated rules 
to follow for the identification of categories (Saunders et al., 2018). 
2.3.3 Sample 
Table 2.1 presents the participant demographics. Participants were selected based on 
capability to clarify and deepen the understanding of their experiences in senior leadership 
positions in a specific context or field. The experience of the selected women in senior 
leadership positions varied in both seniority in strategic positions at their current workplace, 
and seniority at the employ of other organisations as direct line managers over a number of 
employees. Having women in senior leadership positions from different organisations created 
a level of diversity in the type of leadership roles held. Eighteen women in senior leadership 
positions from these three countries were pursued, but the final number interviewed was 
thirteen as determined by saturation. 
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Table 2.1: 
Demographic Profile of Participants 
Participant Age 
Group 










S1IM 40-50 African Masters  Food 
Scientist 
Manufacturing 20+ Widowed Y 
S2RB 40-50 Indian PhD 
candidate 
Director  Manufacturing  20 Married Y 
S3AC 60-70 White Masters  Business 
owner 
HR/Recruitment  30 Widowed Y 
S4KB 60-70 White PhD Consultant  Government  30 Single N 
S5LA 50-60 White Professor   Consultant  Trade 
Association 
30 Married Y 
S6CV 60-70 White Masters  Social 
Work 
Government  30 Married Y 
Z1ZM 40-50 African Masters Projects NGO 20 Married Y 
Z2FS 30-40 African Honors   Legal High Court 10 Married Y 
Z3LH 30-40 African Masters Legal High Court 10 Married Y 




High Court 30+ Widowed Y 
Z5SC 50-60 African Honors Business 
Owner 
Legal & Ministry 20+ Divorced Y 
M1VC 50-60 African Masters Social 
work 
Private 30 Married Y 





United Nations 10 Married Y 
Source: Researchers own work 
The cultural and ethnic diversity of participants was sufficient enough to differentiate them 
and enable the study to explore differing behaviours in similar situations. These women held 
various leadership and managerial positions across the business spectrum, both in 
private/non-private organisations, government and non-governmental organisations for 
different lengths of time. All participants resided and worked in their respective countries, 
South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi at the time of the interviews, except one Malawian 
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2.3.4 Participant Selection and Sample Strategy 
To select the participants, research participation invitations emailed to personal and 
professional networks. Emails were also sent to women leaders in top leadership positions 
identified on business news and internet, whom I believed could provide rich data, with the 
goal of recruiting a range of women leaders. Participants who agreed to participate in this 
study were listed for further contact. Appendix 1A describes this aspect of the nature of the 
study. Subsequently Participants were selected based on the level of theoretical saturation 
as interviews progressed. 
All participants interviewed initially were black women from Zimbabwe, Malawi and South 
Africa. The first interview was a participant identified through school parents’ interactions and 
discussions. She worked in the NGO sector as projects and knowledge executive manager. 
Her work experience covered Western countries, Zimbabwe and South Africa. The second 
participant was a director in the Social work field and work experience covered Malawi, 
Zimbabwe and South Africa. The third participant, a technical food expert, who was identified 
during a Food Safety seminar conference and her work experience covered South Africa 
only. Subsequent decisions about participants, sample size, settings and the type of data to 
be collected, were guided by data from theoretical sampling. 
A pseudonym was assigned to each interview participant. S represented South Africa; Z, 
Zimbabwe and M, Malawi, while the number next to the country letter is the interview 
chronological order. The last two initials are participant name and surname. The diversity of 
participants included factors such as country of origin, age, race, education, profession, 
employment sectors, experience, and marital status.  
2.3.5 Data Collection 
The methods used to collect data were open-ended interviews, audio recordings, observation 
and memo writing. The researcher was the instrument for the data collection, using open-
ended interviews. Audio recording on a digital voice recorder was utilised to ensure that all 
interviews were free from error or bias arising from writing large volumes of data. Participants 
signed consent for audio-recording and all interviews were audio- taped (Appendix 1C), 
thereby increasing their accuracy and reliability. The researcher used probing, by asking 
follow-up questions and getting more information during the interview process. As interviews 
progressed, questions were drawn up to align with the theoretical sampling and confirm 
saturation (Charmaz, 2014; Charmaz & Thornberg, 2020). 
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Memos written by this researcher and analyses of texts were additional tools used in the data 
collection process. Data collection included what happened on the research scene or 
environment, participant voice /tone and body language. Observational notes were written 
and saved as further backup and provided the context to the interviews. Two interviews 
conducted in the language of the participant required to be translated from Shona into 
English, and to preserve the integrity of the data some of the excerpts were put in brackets 
next to the translation. The translation was done by the researcher as she is fluent in both 
languages and Shona is her ethnic language. 
2.3.5.1 The Process of Open-ended Interviews 
Using open-ended questions, the experiences, actions, perceptions and thoughts of the 
women in senior leadership positions were investigated (Charmaz, 2017). Emails were sent 
out to the identified participants (Appendix E) and all participants, who were approached, 
accepted the request to be interviewed. Participants were phoned after acceptance to make 
arrangements regarding the interview locations and times. All open-ended interviews were 
conducted at places of participants’ choice and convenience. The interviews were two hours 
on average, ranging from over one hour to slightly over two hours. Women leaders’ choices 
of time and place were prioritised because interviews are most effective, when the 
participants are in an environment, in which they feel relaxed (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  
The researcher travelled to Zimbabwe to meet with four of the participants residing in the 
capital city of Harare. As participants in Malawi experienced communication network 
problems and were highly unresponsive, the researcher was able to interview two participants 
from Malawi only when they travelled to South Africa. 
Each participant approached was requested to read the research introductory letter 
(Appendix A) and sign the research consent form (Appendix B). Lastly, consent to be audio 
recorded was optional, as presented in (Appendix C). An exploratory overview of the research 
began with preliminary interview questions (Appendix D). Memoing about the research topic 
before entering the field and reading Chapter 2 of Charmaz's Constructing Grounded Theory 
on interviews guided the researcher on preliminary questions (Charmaz, 2014). Although 
these questions were prepared, it was important to encourage the participants to speak 
openly about the topic. The interviewees were advised that it was just the beginning of the 
study and the researcher mostly wanted to hear what they had to say. The interview guide 
evolved over time because data collection and analysis were alternated by doing preliminary 
35 of 323 
open coding on each interview conducted according to GT. After two interviews, insights from 
the analysis, were used to develop new questions. The questions were varied as interviews 
progressed, keeping in mind the diverse nature of the women leaders and the sample size 
(Nathan, Newman & Lancaster, 2018). 
Before asking questions, participants were greeted and made to feel comfortable by re 
iterating that confidentiality would be kept. The research topic was introduced, and a brief 
description of how the interview would progress was also provided. The researcher took “a 
gently-guided, one-sided conversation, which explored the research participants’ 
perspectives on their personal experience with the research topic” (Charmaz, 2014, p.56). 
To avoid bias in the research, leading questions were not asked. Examples of questions 
asked included a preliminary request such as ‘Please tell me about your journey to the senior 
leadership position?’ and an ending question example was ‘Could you kindly share something 
on how social dynamics influence or impact your role as a woman in senior leadership 
position?’ The effect of the interview on the participant was monitored, including non-verbal 
behaviour and discomfort. Probing also involved requesting participants to talk on subjects 
that may have been very personal to them. If a participant showed discomfort when asked 
such a question, the researcher avoided further conversation on the point raised, thus 
safeguarding the participants privacy/emotional state. 
One participant “cried”, when narrating the death of her husband and the others were very 
emotional as they shared their different experiences, prompting the researcher to be 
empathetic. When this occurred, the researcher used less probing or refrained from seeking 
clarifications or skipped questions on the schedule when it felt appropriate, based on the 
women leaders’ accounts (Charmaz, 2014, p.85). An empathetic attitude ensured that the 
participants were still willing to continue with the interview. The technique of probing was 
used differently in different situations, and it seemed that several of the ideas and feelings 
expressed were presented clearly with less probing. Minimising probing enabled participants 
to think and talk for longer expressing their feelings and views more fully. This was captured 
in memos and then in subsequently developed interview guides, which were created from the 
data and emerging codes and categories. Changes in interview questions were guided by 
reflecting on the emerging codes and categories throughout the research study in order to 
uncover fresh ideas (Charmaz, 2014). 
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Charmaz (2011) suggests more than one phase of data collection. However, in this research, 
participants were only interviewed once because of the participants’ availability, although 
more time was given to participants in the initial interviews. As the data were collected and 
coded simultaneously with each set of interviews, focus was maintained on what was 
happening in the data, which made a second or follow up set of interviews obsolete 
(Charmaz, 2014). Each of the participant’s data was taken in context. Handberg, Thorne, 
Midtgaard, Nielsen and Lomborg (2015) emphasise that people exist in context and the two 
are inseparable. The researcher agrees that “...the knowledge we produce is intimately 
influenced by how we conceptualize our shared social world and who we understand 
ourselves to be in that world” (Moya, 2011, p.81). To avoid bias in data collection, the 
researcher ensured that all questions asked were not steering responses, or making the 
participant understand the situation in a certain way to suit the researcher.  
2.3.5.2 Advantages of Open-ended Questions 
Using open-ended questions allowed participants to express themselves freely about their 
experiences. The reason for using open-ended questions was to get the most from the 
participants and to understand their experiences in senior leadership positions from their 
perspectives. The use of open-ended questions further allowed the participants to have 
flexibility in answering in their own way (Appendix D).  
The open-ended questions allowed for the exploration of the phenomenon, namely the 
subordination of women in senior leader positions, more broadly. Open-ended questions 
encouraged responses from the participants' points of view. Flexibility in interviews was 
exercised. However, based on the accounts of some participants, some questions were not 
answered because of their sensitivity. 
The advantage of open-ended questions was to allow participants to give as much 
information on their experiences in senior leadership positions as could be gathered, until 
nothing new emerged (Evans, 2013). One-on-one interviews enabled the researcher to 
explore the responses further through questioning and ask the participants to qualify and 
develop their answers when required. This also presented an opportunity to observe non-
verbal cues from women in senior leadership positions. 
2.3.5.3  Disadvantages of Open-ended Questions 
When using unstructured interviews and open-ended questions as a data gathering tool, the 
concern was that in one country, the meaning of the situation might differ from another 
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suggesting that the meaning, interpretation, quality and structure of the narratives might vary 
(Gustafsson, Jertfelt, Blanchin & Li, 2016). The subjectivity of the data obtained from the 
interviews implied that data was not generalisable, although the interview flexibility 
contributed to deeper explanations and understandings of the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions. As the interviews tended to be lengthy, the researcher tried to 
adhere to the agreed times, except where the participant wished to share more experiences. 
Another disadvantage was that there was a variation in race, age, class and ethnic difference, 
which could have affected the content and direction of the interviews (Charmaz, 2006). 
2.3.5.4 Audio Recording 
Audio recording helped to preserve the details obtained during the open-ended interviewing 
(Charmaz, 2014). However, a common pattern was observed where some of the women 
leaders still wanted to talk after the end of the audio recording. This conversational stance by 
the interviewee resulted in mutual conversations about the subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions. Thus, new ideas were raised and discussed, and knowledge was 
mutually constructed (Charmaz, 2020; Mills, Bonner & Francis, 2006, p.9). With other 
participants, the answering of the first question was sufficient to last for over an hour, as 
participants shared and elaborated on their experiences. Voices of participants were captured 
in audio recording, but their nonverbal cues were noted separately as observation notes. 
2.3.5.5 Observational Notes 
Observation schedules were prepared prior to the interviews and used to delineate the 
behaviour and situational features, which were observed and recorded during data collection. 
Examples of observation schedules for the interviews used to capture the research process, 
including the environment, body language, emotional peaks, nonverbal cues and 
researcher’s responses, follow below. This was necessary to yield richer data in addition to 
audiotaping interviews. These interactional observations were identified as a form of data 
collection method to generate theory (Glaser, 2007).  
Table 2.2 presents the researcher’s interaction with Participant S1IM from the Food Industry. 
The rendezvous was convenient because it was quiet, and the interview proceeded with 
minimal disturbances. The participant voice and body expressions were of interest because 
when she spoke about issues that affected her deeply, she would say less, but her gestures 
would speak volumes. For example, she cried when talking about death and how a male boss 
used to shout at her. However, the participant expressed willingness to continue with the 
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interview despite her emotional outbursts. The researcher used minimal probing, showed 
empathy and patience, and stopped where necessary for the participant to regain her sense 
of comfort. She appreciated the opportunity to share her experiences.  
Table 2.2: 
Participant S1IM, Food Industry 
Environment Body 
Language 





hall in Centurion.  
Environment new 
















husband’s death.  






Pain in personal life & 
reflecting on earlier 
events in leadership 
positions.  
Engage more to comfort 
participant.  
Nod or smile in support of 
different emotions shown. 
Source: Researcher’s own work 
Table 2.3 highlights the environment in which the interview was conducted with a participant, 
who worked in both Zimbabwe and South Africa, in the NGO sector. Her nonverbal cues, 
body language, and emotional peak, are described in the table. Z1ZM was reluctant to share 
information and the researcher reminded her that confidentiality was guaranteed, which 
assisted the participant in eventually opening up. 
Table 2.3: 
Participant ZIZM: NGO 




Mugg & Bean 
Restaurant – Busy 
environment. 
Had to move into 













about feelings of 
betrayal high 
pitching of voice. 
In between 









choose what to 
tell & how to tell 






of pain on highly 
sensitive 
disclosures. 
Reduce probes Participant 
was trying to calm her 
nerves with coffee. 
Reaffirm confidentiality to 
gain trust pausing recording 
participant volunteered to 
reengage and offered more 
insights.  
Nod or smile in support of 
different emotions shown. 
Source: Researcher’s own work 
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Table 2.4 shows the researcher’s interaction with Participant MIVC from the Social work field. 
She is the only participant who insisted on having the interview in the confines of her home. 
The interview was uninterrupted and proceeded smoothly. 
Table 2.4: 
Participant MIVC: Social Work 
Environment Body 
Language 
Emotional Peak Non-verbal cues Researcher’s 
learning/response 
Participant 









Refusing an offered 
director position due to 
personal reasons. 




Used more probes 
to explore deeper 
meaning as 
participant spoke 
briefly on certain 
aspects. 
Nod or smile in 
support of different 
emotions shown. 
Source: Researcher’s own work 
2.3.5.6 Memo Writing 
Memo writing started early in the research process, keeping track of the decisions made in 
the research process from beginning to the end (Birks & Mills, 2011). Thoughts and memories 
captured in analytic memos were useful in identifying non-verbal behaviour, thus allowing the 
researcher to remember impressions, circumstances, behaviours, and non-verbal cues, 
which had not been captured through the audio-recording. Memos provided an important 
context to the interpretation of audio-taped data and served as reminders to the researcher 
of situational factors, which were used during the data analysis. Thoughts were captured on 
memos during and after each interview (Holloway & Todres, 2010; Ke & Wenglensky, 2010). 
Through memo writing researcher’s personal feelings and bias throughout data collection 
and analysis were identified. 
Memo writing enabled the researcher to compare interviews and reformulate questions based 
upon the previous one to reinforce patterns emerging in the interviews. Written memos were 
based on observed important issues, with relevance to the subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions and women leaders interviewed. Thoughts, feelings, or questions that 
arose from the analytic processes were written down for analysis. These were used in further 
interviews and were further used to keep a record of critical issues and to capture key ideas 
and concepts. They were then used to determine if there was a need to modify or add 
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questions to the subsequent interviews. A mind map to organise ideas and concepts in a 
visual manner and supplement the memos was created by the researcher as in Chapter 3, 
Figure 3.1.  
Charmaz (2014) encourages the researcher to scrutinise her research experience, decisions 
and interpretation in ways that bring him or her into the research process and defines this as 
reflexivity. This position is incongruent with Glaser and Strauss (1967), who describe 
reflexivity as self-destructive and paralysing. The researcher was engaged in reflexivity 
throughout the entire process to further analysis (Charmaz, 2014). This position was 
supported by Birks and Mills (2011), advising that memo writing is one of the analytic tools of 
the GT method, which fosters reflective thought. Reflexivity was used to reassess the 
researcher’s place and power relations within the research process (Gentles, Jack, Nicholas 
& McKibbon, 2014). This exercise aimed at understanding and interpreting the meanings 
obtained from the data, rather than generalising from them (Holloway & Galvin, 2016). 
2.3.5.7 Extant Documents/text  
Extant documents or texts were other data sources that the researcher used in shaping GT 
(Charmaz, 2006, p.35). Documents used as an extant data included a speech by the ex-vice 
president of Zimbabwe during the Mugabe era, and an excerpt document of Queen Bee, a 
South African author, were used because GT promotes the dictum “all is data,” (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967). The researcher could not get a participant in politics. The extant article from 
a Zimbabwean woman politician was used to ascertain whether women in leadership 
positions in politics experienced similar barriers as in other sectors of leadership. The extant 
document on QB contained texts relevant to the study and was written by one of the research 
participants, who had referred the researcher to the article. Both documents added value by 
means of constant comparative analysis with interviews conducted as they foregrounded an 
existing overlap and confirmed the emerging categories. 
2.3.6 Data Saturation 
The question in qualitative research on how many interviews are enough is an ongoing 
debate. Baker and Edwards (2012) compiled 14 expert views, and new career researcher 
responses to answer how many interviews are needed. Their conclusion was aiming for a 
sample of loosely around 12 - 30 depending on research aims and objectives, and available 
time and resources.  
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The researcher interacted with Professor Kathy Charmaz via email and her responses guided 
the researcher on suggestions for what is an appropriate sample size for grounded theory 
research. Experts in the reflections paper and literature argue that the sample size of the 
study is relevant and dependent on the research purpose and a few further factors and should 
therefore not be predetermined (Baker & Edwards, 2012). According to Charmaz (2012), 
when research questions refer to particular area of interest in an applied field, the researcher 
may justify a small number of data gathering interviews. Charmaz (2014) proposes a small 
number of interviews determined by working towards excellency rather than adequacy.  
Saturation was deemed to have been reached, when no further insights, ideas, patterns, or 
concepts, which inform conceptual categories and/or theory development were uncovered 
(Charmaz, 2006, 2014). GT has no specific guidelines on saturation, but suggests following 
emergent ideas, and the point in data collection at which common views and no new ideas 
were generated from participant data. Thirteen (13) interviews were conducted in this 
research and research memos and mind map were useful tools to inform on point of 
saturation.  
Understanding the language of the interviewees was another important factor. Attention was 
also paid to the participants’ everyday language, and discourse helped to form questions 
from their terms and learn more about them (Charmaz, 2014). Mostly in Zimbabwe, 
participants used Shona as their ethnic language. For example, Z3LH stated: 
“I will just explain ‘zviri mixed because isusu sesu ma civil servants unongobva ku 
college wotanga kutopinda pabasa.’ Which translates to “I am going to explain using 
both languages talking about both what I experienced and what I have seen as civil 
servants who just graduate from school going straight to work.” 
In these instances where mixed or unfamiliar language was used, the researcher inserted 
questions in interviews to explore meanings and to elicit the depth of subjective meanings 
(Charmaz, 2009). To avoid forcing data into preconceived categories, attention was paid to 
the use of language form and enacted meanings (Glaser, 1978). The researcher sought 
clarity to emphasise the participants’ definitions of terminology used, circumstances, and 
events to get their implicit meaning (Charmaz, 2014, p.95). 
2.3.7 Data Analysis 
Where the fundamental GT analytic process involves three types of coding which are open, 
axial, and selective coding (examples of observation schedules for the interviews (Strauss & 
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Glaser, 2008), this research followed the procedures laid out by Charmaz (2014). The latter’s 
data analysis process includes initial coding, focused coding and theoretical coding 
(Charmaz, 2006, 2014). Data analysis occurred at the same time as data collection, which 
allowed the refining of not only the research questions or probing, but also data collection 
procedures in relation to the findings on the subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions (Adu, 2019). In this regard, Chun Tie et al., (2019) explain that these procedures 
should be followed simultaneously, lest the researcher blurs the usual boundaries between 
the collection and analysis of data by "merging" these operations from the beginning to the 
end. 
2.3.7.1 Data Analysis Process 
Data analysis was the process used to explore the subordination of women in senior 
leadership from research participants’ views and opinions of situations, corresponding 
patterns, codes and categories (Creswell, 2013, p.182 - 188; Flick, 2014). All interviews were 
transcribed by the researcher. Audio recordings were transcribed, and the transcripts were 
made anonymous so as not to identify the participants. Once the transcription was complete, 
the researcher read it while listening to the recording and corrected any spelling or other 
errors, notations for pauses, laughter and signs of discomfort.  
The pattern, which emerged from the analysis of the first set of data, was used to collect new 
data to inform the emerging categories. The researcher was aware of faster data analysis 
methods using software packages such as Nvivo or Atlas Ti (copyright) but chose to use 
manual data analysis. This allowed for a detailed analysis of the entire interview (Charmaz, 
2006; Stake, 2010). Manual analysis was favoured to ensure acquaintance with the data for 
the purpose of analysis and developing new ideas, codes and categories. Getting closer to 
the data presented convincing evidence to support the research findings (Adu, 2019). The 
process of analysing, re-analysing, and comparing new data to existing data is known as 
constant comparison (Birks & Mills, 2011; Urquahart, 2012). Analysis of interview data was 
conducted, by constant comparisons of individual interviews, and coding of transcripts was 
completed in the chronological order of the interviews.  
Data analysis started with the first episodes of data collection and continued in a process of 
validation, which was to return constantly to the data already collected or new data. After 
engaging in initial coding, memo writing and focused coding, recurring interview statements 
were treated as theoretically plausible. From these recurring interview statements, tentative 
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categories were created to identify possible theoretical directions (Charmaz, 2014). Data 
were coded and categorised to identify patterns and social processes, which explained the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions. This constant return to rootedness 
and constant validation to examine whether the products of the analysis fit well with the 
empirical data are the foundations of the claim to GT innovation.  
According to Rieger (2019) citing Glaser (2001), GT proposes a ‘spiral approach’ which was 
considered by the researcher, by constantly returning to the "steps" already initiated and 
especially by linking these different approaches to the two most important steps i.e. data 
collection and data analysis. The data analysis was essentially inductive by opening to what 
emerged from the data, while preserving the perspective of openness to emergence 
(Charmaz, 2005). This principle of circularity was applied to all parts of the research, from the 
conceptualisation of the problem to the final writing of the research report (Glaser, 1978). 
This process of constant comparison continued until saturation was reached (Aldiabat & Le 
Navenec, 2018).  
2.3.7.2 Initial Coding 
 Initial coding was the first step of data analysis in this research. This was the step where 
each line of transcribed interview text was coded line by line (Urquahart, 2012) (see Figure 
2.1 below). Coding with gerunds was favoured (Charmaz & Keller, 2016). The transcripts 
were analysed line by line before being compared for similarities and differences. The core 
GTM tenet is simultaneous data collection and analysis which was followed by doing initial 
coding that took place immediately after each interview to comply with the core GTM tenet, 
(Charmaz, 2014). Table 2.4 highlights examples of initial and focused codes generated from 
the analysis. The researcher was attuned to participants’ views in the data, thereby 
generating ideas inductively. 
The researcher dwelt closely onto each segment of the data to see each action (Charmaz, 
2006, p.47). Initial coding was done using words reflecting actions. This was done in order to 
remain open to new emerging ideas. A question asked during the initial coding was ‘what is 
this study about?’ (Glaser, 1978, p.57; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The goal of initial coding was 
to be open to all possible directions, which were foregrounded by the interpretation of the 
data (Charmaz, 2014). The data collection stage and initial coding stage occurred 
simultaneously (Martin & Barnard, 2013). This helped the researcher to focus on every 
interview in detail.  
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The researcher identified important words or group of words in the data and labelled them. 
Constructing short codes and staying open and close to the data was prioritised (Glaser, 
1978). The codes were kept simple and precise. Similarly, Charmaz (2014, 2020) 
recommend a line-by-line data analysis, where each line in the interview script would be read 
to code what would be important and relevant to the research focus of the subordination of 
women in senior leadership positions.  
Every comment (line-by-line) made by participants was scrutinised and coloured, as in Figure 
2.1 below, to find commonalities/ similarities, which reflected themes or categories (Charmaz, 
2014). Some codes were reworded to improve fit during the analytic process. Initial coding 
highlighted gaps, which should be questioned in the next interviews. Next, initial codes, which 
were most prevalent or important, and those which contributed most to the analysis, were 
grouped together (focused coding). 
Figure 2.1: A Screenshot of Line by Line Coding Done Electronically Using Colour 














Source: Researcher’s own work 
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2.3.7.3 Focused Coding  
According to Charmaz (2006, 2014, p.57), focused coding is applied with the most significant 
and/or frequent earlier codes to sift through large amounts of data. After initial coding, the 
existing significant codes directed the analysis. In focused coding, most useful codes were 
defined as they appeared frequently in initial coding and were tested against extensive data 
(Saldaña, 2013, p.213). According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), this progression is axial or 
focused coding. Evans (2013) describes it as an addition to the original grounded theory set 
of procedures, whereby data are put together in new ways after initial coding. In focused 
coding, the researcher pursued a selected set of central codes throughout the entire dataset. 
Focused coding identified initial codes that held analytical significance or were repetitive. 
Charmaz (2014, p.138) advises that in focused coding, the process should “sift, sort, 
synthesize, and analyse”. This required a decision about which initial codes were most 
prevalent or important. Saldana (2016) describes focused coding as the stage at which the 
researcher seeks to identify the codes that are conceptually related, and those that occur 
frequently or dominant in some way. Table 2.5 shows the focused codes derived from initial 
codes. 
Table 2.5: 
Example of Initial and Focused Codes with Supporting Quotes 
IDENTIFIER INITIAL CODING FOCUSED CODING 
S4KB • Having different perspectives 
• Not making friends 
• Having integrity  
• Sleeping well at night  
• Having new department 
• Being one of the three women 
• Having male dominated industry 
• Knowing what is not said 
• Lacking growth/ glass ceiling  
• Being underpaid and overused 
• Having a PhD 
• Never being promoted despite PhD 
• Promotion Opportunities 
• Gender inequality  
• Subordination  
• Capitulating (conformity) 
• Education 
There is a difference in the way you look at things and you don’t make friends that way obviously but at least 
you have got your integrity and you sleep well at night. So, at some point I joined the department of food 
science and that was a new department and I 
was one of three women in the faculty of Agriculture. There were 65 males and three women. Now I know it's 
not been said a lot and people say it’s nonsense, but I know there is a glass ceiling, you are underpaid, you 
are over used and you must take it or leave. 
That's the fact. Even though I had a PhD and none of the men in the department I was never promoted never 
ever. 
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Z1ZM • Referring children to centres 
• Allocating driver duties 
• Changing multiple jobs 
• Having reason for moving  
• Lacking promotions  
• Seeking career growth 
• Controlling subordinates 
• Funding partners  
• Managing diverse group of people  
• Promotion opportunities 
• Capitulating 
• Leading   
I could refer children to feeding centres. And for drivers to allocate their duties. (sips tea), so that’s the first 
job and then I changed, and I went to my first. I have moved jobs hey; I have changed (7) jobs. The move 
was mainly for......you find that in the NGO sector promotion is not as easy so for your growth you are forced 
to move to the next organisation for career growth. In the different positions, I was in control of subordinates 
in the teams I worked with. Apart from these people I was working with partners as well that I was funding. I 
have managed a diverse group of people 
IDENTIFIER INITIAL CODING FOCUSED CODING 
M1VC • Being in subjection to men  
• Being raised with things in mind  
• Having a culture 
• Matriarchal society  
• Inheriting husbands 
• Becoming a son in another family 
• Having mixed cultures and practices 
• Believing in religion  
• Having strong Christian background 
• Being told to be in subjection to man  
• Subordination 
• Matriarchy /Patriarchy 
• Religion/Beliefs 
• Capitulating (conformity 
….we are supposed to be in subjection to men. That’s the starting point. You are raised with that in mind. 
Some of it is cultural, the twist being in my own culture I am from the Ngoni tribe we are a matriarchal society. 
The woman/When I get married my husband comes and builds his house in my home. So, we inherit them, 
and he becomes a son in this family, but because of a mixture of cultures and whatever you do find that some 
people still practice that, and some people don’t. In other words, you get married and go to your married 
home not the other way around. There is also a part in terms of religion coming from a strong Christian 
background where we are also told a woman is in subjection to man 
S5LA  • Completing PhD late in life 
• Having small children  
• Having a huge burden  
• Carrying responsibility  
• Juggling career and family 
• Going places  
• Fighting doubly hard to get somewhere 
• Having men earmarked for promotion 
• Second Shift (Work life Balance) 
• Promotion opportunities 
• Education 
• Capitulating (conformity)  
• Work Hijacking 
So, I ended up doing, because of all of this, my PhD much later in life when I had small children. And that 
also places a huge burden on women because she's got the responsibility of children, the responsibility of 
our home, a husband, maintaining all of that and she still got to go places in her career, work really hard to 
do what she needs to do. And also found without doubt, that because I was a woman, I had to fight doubly 
hard to get somewhere whereas a man could sit back on his laurels, but he was earmarked to go up the 
ladder. 
Focused coding was the second coding step, which allowed for the separation, classification 
and synthesis of large amounts of data (Charmaz, 2014). 
47 of 323 
2.3.7.4 Theoretical Coding 
Theoretical coding is a process used to find relationships between codes and categories, 
resulting in a theory (Charmaz, 2006). Theoretical coding is the relational model through 
which all substantive codes/categories are related to the core category (Charmaz, 2014). 
Figure 2.2: Theoretical Coding Describing Categories in Subordination 
Source: Researchers Own work 
Figure 2.2 above is a theoretical coding diagram describing categories in subordination. 
Jones and Alony (2011) describe the core category as an issue upon which the social process 
is centred. The fundamental principle of data analysis in GT research is an iterative cycle of 
data collection, analysis, and evaluation with previously collected data. Theoretical coding, 
the last stage of coding, permitted the saturation of the core categories identified during 
focused coding. Coherence was searched for until unifying and recurrent themes emerged 
from the data itself and no new codes occurred (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Dominant codes 
like culture, emotions and beliefs, which emerged in initial coding, and information from 
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2.3.8 Constant Comparison 
Data was analysed through constant comparison, each datum being contrasted to the 
preceding one to determine their similarities or differences in meaning (Achora & Matua, 
2016). Engward (2013), states that concurrent data collection, analysis and comparison of 
codes to codes, incidents to incidents, categories to categories, is termed constant 
comparison. Constant comparison was important because it is one of the non-negotiables of 
GT (Shepherd & Suddaby, 2017). The researcher compared newly collected data with 
preceding data, that was collected earlier interviews. Dunne (2011) asserts that constant 
comparative method of the GTM is an analytic tool that promotes reflective thinking. 
2.3.9 Theoretical Saturation 
Birks and Mills (2015) defines saturation as the end of analysis, and not the collection of new 
data. Aldiabat and Le Navenec (2018) provide a close description of data saturation as the 
point at which the researcher begins to hear the same comments repeated. In this research, 
theoretical sampling involved moving back and forth between sampling, data collection, and 
analysis, until the researcher reached a point of saturation. Theoretical saturation is the point 
at which the researcher could not collect new information with subsequent interviews and 
fresh data no longer sparked new theoretical insights (Charmaz, 2014, p.213). Theoretical 
saturation was reached with the thirteen participants. 
Corbin and Strauss (1990) posit that GT sample size is not pre-determined because the 
concept of theoretical saturation is important in GT (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). Generating enough data until saturation was key to this study so that new 
knowledge of the phenomena of subordination of women in senior leadership positions could 
emerge (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). It is also argued that the quality of interviews and depth of 
analysis are critical factors to ensure that such a small sample could produce a study of 
lasting significance (Charmaz, 2014).  
Charmaz (2014) advises that the key to GTM is to produce enough data so that patterns, 
concepts, categories, properties and dimensions of the given phenomena can emerge. 
Theoretical saturation (Glaser, 2001, p.191) produces the conceptual density necessary to 
lift the theory above description and enable its integration as an abstract conceptual theory. 
Theoretical saturation was reached with the thirteen interviews and ten categories and 
subcategories emerged from the data analysis. 
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Strauss and Corbin (1990, p.116) define a core category as the “central phenomenon around 
which all the categories are related”. The core category was subordination, the main 
phenomena around which categories were built. Data was constantly compared and reduced 
to ten categories, as seen in Table 3.2, which demonstrates how the core category 
subordination is situated in the lives of the participants (Noble & Mitchell, 2016). The 
categories and subcategories were reviewed using a mind-map (Figure 3.1). The core 
category, categories and subcategories, which emerged from this study are examined in 
relation to literature in chapter four. 
2.4 Data Management 
Data was transcribed into interview scripts manually and stored in both electronic and hard 
copy format. Data management included using a pseudonym on transcripts for identification 
and guaranteeing anonymity (Creswell, 2012). Electronic copies have three back-ups, google 
docs (iCloud), memo stick and folder on email that is password protected. 
2.5 Data Presentation 
The GT data analysis initial coding, followed by focussed coding, and lastly theoretical 
coding, was used to identify and summarise data gathered through interviews (Charmaz, 
2014). During interviews the participants voices were recorded using an audio recording 
device. To get a clearer insight into the data, the audio recording was replayed and 
transcribed within 72 hours of the interviews to keep perceptions and observations fresh in 
the mind of the researcher.  
After the transcription, the voice recordings would be played whilst reading the transcript to 
ensure that the exact words of the participants were captured on the word documents. 
Constant comparative analysis was done from one interview to another. Through repeated 
actions of data classification and recoding the data, categories emerged which were then 
used as subheadings in presenting the data. On each of these headings’ excerpts from 
transcripts, the researcher’s own interpretation and commentary on these excerpts were 
utilised to present data.  
Presenting responses in the form of quotations helped to provide evidence of what 
participants described to enable readers to interact with the raw or original data and make 
their own judgements about the fairness and accuracy of the analysis. As commitment to 
giving research participants a voice was a priority for the researcher, the excepts used in data 
presentation captured the participants’ inputs word-for-word and quotations drawn from the 
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interview scripts were written in third party viewpoint reporting to convey what the women in 
leadership interviewed described as their experiences. 
2.6 Trustworthiness of Data 
Lincoln and Guba (2000) argue that qualitative research cannot be judged on validity, but 
rather on an alternative criterion of trustworthiness. It is gauged based on the level of 
confidence in data, interpretation, and methods used to ensure the quality of a study 
constitute trustworthiness (Polit & Beck, 2014). The researcher ensured trustworthiness of 
data by making sure that women leaders understood fully the nature of the research. 
According to Glaser (1978) and Charmaz (2011), quality for a well-constructed GT is 
assessed by means of a set criterion including modifiability, workability, relevance and fit. 
2.6.1 Modifiability 
Modifiability means that the theory generated can be used by other research scholars to 
generate further research questions, in such a manner that the framework may be presented 
in a flexible way (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Theory was generated through 
inductive logic, which means that the grounded theories are naturally modifiable. Modifiability 
is the ability of a theory to be continually modified as new data emerge to produce new 
categories, properties or dimensions of the theory (Charmaz, 2014). 
2.6.2 Workability 
According to Khademi, Mohammadi and Vanaki, (2016), workability refers to the ability of GT 
to explain and interpret behaviour in a substantive area and to predict future behaviour. 
Workability involves developing categories and subcategories. In this research, concurrent 
data collection and analysis were conducted for the development of categories and 
components of the theory and narrowing down to areas of interest and concern to 
participants. 
The GT theory in this research specified the relevant properties, categories, and dimensions 
of the subordination of women in senior leadership positions. Variations in participant 
behaviour were captured by memoing as exemplified in Table 2.2 and Table 2.3 above. The 
criterion workability was fulfilled by explaining what is happening in the data, predicting what 
will happen in future, and interpreting what happened in the area studied. Workability is 
related to how well a theory accounts for the way in which participants solve their main 
concerns (Glaser, 1998). Therefore, the theory provided predictions, explanations and 
interpretations of what was going on in the area under study. 
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2.6.3 Relevance 
Malm and Sandgren (2014) contend that relevance implies that the real concern of the 
participants has emerged. The quality of GT was related to the researcher’s expertise, 
knowledge and research skills, methodological congruence with the research question and 
procedural precision in the use of GT methods.  
2.6.4 Fit 
Participants’ exact words were used in data presentation and the emerging theory reflects 
the women leaders’ accounts of their experiences in senior leadership positions. Therefore, 
fit refers to how the concepts generated in this study adequately described patterns in the 
data (Glaser, 1998). The GT process, inductive reasoning and fit meant that categories were 
allowed to emerge from data, rather than being selected from a pre-established theoretical 
perspective (Charmaz, 2014). According to Malm and Sandgren (2014), fit means how 
closely the concepts correspond to the incidents that they are representing. In order to satisfy 
this criterion, the researcher placed emphasis on the voices of participants using direct 
quotes from transcripts to write a narrative in Chapter 3. 
2.7 Ethical Issues 
The research ethics principles included informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality. 
Institutional authorisation from UJ was sought to distribute confidentiality forms (Appendices 
A, B & C) to voluntary participants. Although participants were phoned, and the purpose of 
study explained verbally, emails were subsequently sent to them to formalise communication 
between researcher and participants. The contact information of the institution and 
supervisors was included, in case they needed further debriefing or wanted to escalate any 
issues of concern to relevant people apart from the researcher. 
Participation in the research was voluntary, and the researcher provided information to 
enable informed decision making. This involved providing the research participants with an 
understanding of the research objectives and enabled the potential participants to opt in or 
out of participating in the research (Christensen et al., 2011).  
The researcher informed participants regarding all aspects of this research for consent before 
the start of the interviews. Consent forms were signed by the participants, and the researcher 
informed them of their rights and provided brief information about this research (Neuman, 
2011). Participants were treated with dignity and respect. Charmaz (2011) confirms that 
honesty, respect, confidentiality and anonymity must be respected. Explanation of research 
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procedures, description of risks reasonably to be expected, and benefits reasonably to be 
expected, were also highlighted to participants verbally and in writing.  
The participants’ identity was protected by means of identifiers/pseudo names and the 
researcher - maintained confidentiality by not disclosing the participants’ names and 
information to third parties. The ethical principles that formed an important part of the 
relationship between the researcher and participants include mutual understanding and 
respect between participant and researcher. Where audio recording was required, consent 
forms were signed. Data was reported and analysed honestly.  
Other ethical considerations were the ability to be and remain open and sensitive to the words 
and actions of participants. Finally, to ensure confidentiality, the research findings are only 
shared with those who have a stake in the findings and are part of the research in a specific 
capacity. The methodology did not attempt to understand the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions from the perspectives of individual participants, but rather 
uncovered patterns in their experiences. Women’s subjective views were personal 
experiences, which formed meaningful data in the study (Sutton & Austin, 2015). 
2.8 Chapter Summary 
This chapter addressed the GT research methodology, which was undertaken in the research 
process. The nature of the study and the researcher’s ontological and epistemological 
positions were described. The philosophy selected was interpretivism. The population in this 
study was women in senior leadership positions in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi from 
which theoretical sampling was conducted.  
The data collection tools used were open-ended interviews, audio recordings and memos. 
Because of the amount of time it took to transcribe each interview, the interviews were spaced 
over a long period. In order to conduct some level of analysis between interviews, memos 
were written after each interview, to capture key ideas and concepts. This determined 
whether the questions should be modified or more questions should be added for the 
subsequent interview.  
The first interview was analysed and compared with the second interview allowing for 
constant comparative analysis. Constant comparative-analysis helped prevent perceptions 
and bias from influencing the data analysis. Based on that analysis the decision on the next 
data gathering was made. The entire process of data analysis from initial coding, to focus 
coding and finally to theoretical coding was elaborated. This coding process led to the 
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development of theoretically sufficient categories whose relationships and connectedness 
led to the development of an emergent theory.  
To summarise, GT was a basic social process in which the researcher engaged with data 
and participants in creating theory (Glaser, 1978). Hence, RO1 has been obtained, namely, 
to generate meta insights of factors, which may lead to the subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions. The next chapter, Chapter 3, focuses on the findings where quotations 
from transcripts are used to describe the participants’ experiences according to their 
respective interview responses.  
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CHAPTER 3: FINDINGS, ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
These are outspoken women and what they have to say will touch the thoughts and feelings of 
any working woman who is still wondering about her place in today’s world. 
Carol Dix, A chance for the Top. The lives of women business graduates 
3.1 Introduction 
Chapter 3 presents the research findings in the form of emerging categories and sub-
categories extracted from the primary data. To address the Sub-question - RQ2, ‘To what 
extent can these factors be overcome by women in senior leadership positions?’, the 
experiences described by participants all contained actions, mainly associating leadership to 
suffering and negative emotions.  
The concept of coping mechanisms was followed through, but there were no strong pointers 
of coping mechanisms at work besides crying, horizontal job movements, resigning and 
entrepreneurship. The relational interactions with family were pointed out as supporting 
women to cope in their leadership positions. Because of these relationships, women leaders 
were better able to cope in the workplace. 
Explanations of each category and subcategory are provided in the participants’ own words 
using direct quotes. The use of textual representation of excerpts from transcripts alongside 
the researcher’s own interpretation and commentary on those excerpts elucidates the 
richness of the underlying data and the rigor of the analysis (Charmaz, 2014; Myers, 2019). 
Charmaz (2014) encourages writing theoretical constructions reflective of the obtained data 
in an interesting way, using imagination inspired GT.  
3.2 Emerging Categories and Sub-categories  
Interview transcripts were coded in three steps: initial, focused and theoretical coding. With 
constant comparison of the data collected, ten major categories emerged, and each category 
had several related sub-categories. Table 3.1 presents categories and sub-categories that 
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Table 3.1: 
Summary of Categories and Subcategories  
Number Category Sub-categories 
1 Subordination  
- Gender bias and patriarchal attitudes  
- Voluntary subordination  
- Identity, Culture and society 
2 Leadership 
- Refusing leaders & accidental leaders 
- Personal leadership & professional leadership 
- Queen Bee 
3. Promotion opportunities 
- Job Opportunities 
- Glass ceiling  
- Remuneration inequality structures 
4. Capitulating  
- Sexual Capitulating 
- Capitulating (Conformity)  
5. Work Hijacking  
- Job roles and responsibilities  
- Organisational culture 
- Emotions  
6. Patriarchy/ Matriarchy 
- Second shift 
- Upbringing 
- Marriages/ Relationships 
7. Education 
- Social dynamics  
- Self-Direction and exposure 
- Career boundaries 
8. Race Card 
- Background Development  
- History 
9. Support Structures 
- Legal Frameworks  
- Family  
- Religion /Beliefs /value proposition 
10. Entrepreneurship 
- Economic environment  
- Mentorship  
- Access to funding and development opportunities 
The categories and subcategories in Table 3.1 are presented graphically to structure the 
information in the form of a mind map as seen in Figure 3.1. A mind map is provided next 
explaining the interconnectedness and development of concepts during data analysis.  
3.3 Mind Map 
The mind map is a diagram that was used as a visual tool to evaluate the researcher’s own 
thinking on ideas that were gathered, as opposed to the linear format of the memos 
(Wheeldon, 2011). Situated in a constructivist philosophical orientation with a focus on the 
subordination of women in senior leadership, the mind map was designed by hand and then 
typed out on a computer (Figure 3.1).  
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The experiences of women in senior leadership positions do not start in the workplace and 
end there. As women have triple roles, which affect their positions in senior leadership 
positions, subordination and leadership were thought of as three-pronged in this context. The 
mind map bracketed all these thoughts in order to prevent the researcher from thinking in a 
linear fashion and to avoid bias in the research (Figure 3.1).  
The disadvantage of a mind map was text limitations whereby only key words were used to 
show connections in the data. Due to its free style design, the mind map was difficult to 
represent in the utmost professional manner. This is because it was not possible to free style 
the mind map with the mapping software. Figure 3.1 below portrays the mind map used to 
present findings on the subordination of women in senior leadership positions. 
Figure 3.1: Researcher’s Mind Map Used to Present Findings on Subordination of 
Women in Senior Leadership Positions 
 
Source: Researchers own work 
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The mind map portrays the interconnectedness and development of concepts during the data 
analysis and facilitates the understanding of the relationships among concepts and data 
comparisons (Baugh, McNallen & Frazelle, 2014). The core category ‘subordination’ will be 
discussed first. 
3.3.1 Category 1: Subordination 
The empowerment of women has been widely discussed and publicised. However, most 
participants in senior leadership positions did not describe their work experiences positively. 
For these women from a range of backgrounds and work environments, challenges due to 
subordination motivated their choices to change jobs, quit or shift career paths. Negative 
work environments were perceived as created by the actions and strategies of organisational 
leaders.  
The ambitions of women to shift the boundaries and move into senior leadership positions 
are strong, but looking deeper into their spaces, they still experience countless barriers. The 
notion of subordination emerged through all interviews in different aspects of the women’s 
leadership experiences. Subordination is analysed and described according to the collected 
data and the subjective views of women together with their personal experiences formed 
meaningful data. 
The subordination of women in its simplest terms remains under the control of men (Fiske, 
2018). However, the term is not a simple construct and participants’ interpretive horizons 
were different and depended on where each one of them was standing in the world, and their 
interpretation of the world was limited by this position. The subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions emerged from by the participants’ voices and was contextualised based 
on its different forms. Women in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi explicated the existence 
of subordination in the workplace in its many forms. 
There has been a shift from the permanent submissive housewives of the 50s and 60s to 
career women of the modern day and age. However, the reality is that women in senior 
leadership positions who participated in this research are still engrained in the African 
tradition and culture. This is regarded as an important aspect of someone’s life. Subordination 
occurred early in the participants’ lives, long before entering the workplace, as they are 
considered inferior to men and their main role is perceived as that of raising children and 
taking care of the family.  
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Subordination in this research context stemmed from culture, society, and religion. 
Irrespective of the women’s talents and educational qualifications, their way of life requires a 
balance between career and personal life. Subordination in the workplace was construed as 
a source of suffering, stress, and fear. M1VC regarded being in senior leadership position as 
lonely, as one is always judged and set up for failure. S4KB, S1IM, ZIZM, and M1VC from all 
three countries concurred on this point irrespective of their age, marital status or race. 
S4KB: “Suffering is part of a woman in senior leadership positions.” 
S1IM: “I think men have always been enslaving us whether it’s at home or at work. At 
work, I have always had all these male bosses they will tell me what to do and I will 
just do it because of my upbringing, or I am scared to say no or I can’t, I will be shouted 
at or I will lose my job so I think every day we have women going through sort of 
slavery processes.” 
ZIZM: “You are always kept under, your ideas are critiqued, queried and fine-tuned to 
fail” ……… Reasons for subordination I think my family is one. I think coming in new 
in a position, is another thing because you are constantly reminded that you are new.” 
M1VC: “The price that one pays high up there, it’s a very lonely life up there from 
experience from what I have seen, and it is not something that is for me I forsake the 
price the money that comes with it for the contentment.” 
Nobody would have thought it is lonely at the top for women in senior leadership positions as 
confirmed by a participant who has held leadership positions for more than a decade. Women 
were less assertive in their roles in senior leadership positions.  
S4KB a scientist had obtained a second PhD, whilst working for a corporate manufacturing 
organisation, but was ready to quit. Z1ZM is a project and knowledge expert in an NGO who 
experienced hostility in the work environment and M1VC is a social worker, heading a 
department at the time of data collection, who had resigned and serving 3 months’ notice with 
no intention of going back to leadership. This automatically decreases the visibility of women 
in leadership positions who had the potential to move into CEO positions within organisations. 
The best position to take to address these challenges is to acknowledge many forms of 
subordination and intersectional issues of gender inequality, auto discrimination of women 
culture, tradition, upbringing, and others. 
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3.3.1.1 Subcategory 1: Gender bias and patriarchal attitudes 
The preference of males over females in senior leadership positions was highlighted by all 
participants creating a perception that gender bias affects women’s career trajectories. 
Organisations are perceived as preferring male leadership to women in top positions. This is 
referred to as gender bias. The prejudice against women based on their sex leads is one of 
the factors leading to their invisibility in positions of power according to what the narratives 
below reflect.  
Z6JM: “When it became apparent that I was the clear successor to President Robert 
Mugabe, men seemed not ready for that although the nation had fully endorsed my 
candidature.” 
Moreover, the allocation of resources and opportunities prioritise men, with a compounding 
and far-reaching effect of relegating women to inferior roles or tasks. This could mean that 
women are unable to access higher positions and this would be a kind of discrimination and 
in the literature, it is known as promotional discrimination. Some women experience sticky 
floors and remain in the same work positions throughout their career lives. The discrimination 
of women for leadership positions was experienced by women leaders from all countries 
under study and described differently as below. 
Z2FS: “All managers and directors were men and there was no way a female person 
would be seen or taken as the director when working as a nurse or a teacher.” 
M1V1: “Even as much as we can say we need to do training and have growth we still 
feel that oppression, that thing of you belong there and know you cannot move up 
there.” 
M2GM: “So, while I was in college my mom was a secretary, she worked for the bank 
as a secretary for all her years.” 
S5LA: “And I also found without doubt, that because I was a woman, I had to fight 
doubly hard to get somewhere whereas a man could sit back on his laurels, but he 
was earmarked to go up the ladder.” 
In spite of the women’s academic strength and hard and productive work, they are kept in 
positions subordinate to men. Due to this type of bias, the notion of subordination emerged 
from all interviews in different aspects of the women’s leadership experiences. Therefore, 
gender bias continues to contribute to the invisibility of women in leadership. 
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Other biases affecting the mobility of women to senior positions include the lack of job 
opportunities, promotions and lower pay increases or bonuses than men. Participants 
strongly believed that although they have the qualifications, they were not even afforded 
opportunities for interviews.  
S5LA: “So, women are not even given the opportunity to come into an interview for 
that matter.” 
In the event of a vacancy, women are not considered for promotion. Several participants 
extensively described this bias. For example, a Zimbabwean participant stated the following:  
Z2FS: “Those who are supposed to be giving us the stick are the same people who 
have been holding on to the stick for ages.” 
A participant was only awarded a bonus by the CEO because her male superior was away, 
having been denied a bonus initially despite her excellent performance in her role. She 
asserted that bonuses were only allocated to men. 
S4KB: “The Bonuses go to the men.” 
This is one of the reasons women’s earnings remain low compared to men. It also means 
that women’s hard work goes unrecognised. Gender bias prevents women from excelling in 
their careers and inhibit them from receiving the same salaries as men in similar positions. It 
leaves some women depending on their male significant others for benefits, despite them 
holding high levels of education. Women are not prepared to risk their jobs by retaliating on 
gender bias and harming their careers. A participant Z1ZM narrated how her colleague 
disappeared after questioning why the organisation was not having a female leader, in spite 
of women being qualified for the position. Because of this experience, she confirmed her 
discouragement and resolution not to speak out for fear of losing her job. 
Z1ZM: “In Save the children there were no black directors and later females. A woman 
who raised it in one of the conferences has disappeared from her job for unknown 
reasons. Therefore, being vocal is a no.” 
There is still a wide gap in gender equality within organisations in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Participant S4KB worked in a male dominated environment. She started as a lecturer at an 
early age, worked in the government sector and corporate companies. She was highly 
qualified with two PhDs, but still she would not go beyond senior managerial positions to CEO 
level. She was paid less than her less qualified male counterparts in spite of her higher 
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degrees. Although women in senior leadership positions make sacrifices and work hard even 
outside office hours, promotions still go to men. 
S4KB: “There were 65 males and three women. Now I know it's not been said a lot 
and people say it’s nonsense, but I know there is a glass ceiling, you are underpaid, 
you are overused, and you must take it or leave. That's the fact. Even though I had a 
PhD and none of the men in the department I was never promoted never ever.  But 
they didn't want to lose me does that sound familiar?” 
Women from all three countries agreed that gender inequality is prevalent in the workplace. 
A woman leader from Malawi obtained a Master’s degree and is in the field of social work, 
which is regarded as a female dominated space. However, there has been an increasing 
number of males joining social work and in those small numbers they are getting promoted 
first and are allocated the high-profile work cases. Although men are entering “traditionally 
feminine jobs”, women are not being given opportunities in traditionally male roles. This is 
another kind of discrimination pushing women to the floor. An expectation of equality in 
renumeration seems to be just talk and the education advantage are side lined in some 
recruitment processes. Men are sponsored by other men and Queen Bs into senior 
leadership positions and qualified women lose opportunities due to these gender-based 
appointments. 
M1VC: “When the least experienced man was appointed women in my workplace 
considered it an unfair appointment because firstly, he didn't have the relevant 
experience to do that and it became unfair; It was at that point that I felt that it was 
unfair and we did raise a grievance. I must say that the grievance went to another man 
and not really much came out of that.” 
Men and women attain the same qualifications and women advance academically, work in 
the same space as men, attend the same meetings, work on same company objectives, but 
women’s experiences of advancing to the top are unpromising. Promotions and more 
challenging assignments are allocated to men only. The perception of women is that due to 
gender stereotyping, the allocation of promotions is not done fairly in the workplace. They 
stated that gender is a dismissive factor in leadership position advancement. Therefore, 
women remain in the same positions and cannot be awarded a promotion due to auto 
discrimination by virtue of being a female.  
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A Zimbabwean woman in senior leadership went to further her education abroad to qualify 
for a promotion. Upon her return in the organisation, she was told that being in a plane is not 
the criteria for a promotion, despite her having attained the needed qualifications. She works 
without a promotion and feels she must quit leadership because the playing field is not 
levelled for women in these positions. Clearly, women require resilience to cope with the rise 
to senior leadership positions. 
Z3LH: “Qualify to get a promotion here. I don’t want to lie to you I feel that my knowledge 
is misplaced here I just feel that it is just not my place I am under-utilized.”  
She further revealed her future plans and said: 
“I want to go somewhere I do not even want to rise in this organisation I might go back 
to study for my doctorate or go and look for a job where I will be feeling appreciated.” 
Education in Zimbabwe for a girl child is perceived as a special privilege, which is expected 
to yield good returns to the family by paying what is known as the ‘African tax.’ Therefore, the 
sacrifice that parents would have made to educate their child are seen as a waste of 
resources when women do not attain positions commensurate with their education. The 
Shona culture differentiates the girl child from the boy child. The boy child is preferred to the 
girl child according to Z2FS. 
Z2FS: “In Africa mainly Zimbabwe in particular I have realized that it is kind of difficult 
for the majority of women when it comes to the issue of rising up because of the culture 
that is the first barrier. Culture then was against the idea of female children going to 
school, so if the society was at one point against girls becoming learned how about 
obtaining a leadership position.” 
Parents prioritise the education of the boy child because he is automatically considered as 
the head of the family. From a young age, the boy is treated as head of family and socialised 
as a breadwinner and a leader. This culture of male headship extends into the workplace 
broadly, as stated in the following responses. 
Z4SS: “You find younger generations would come, especially the males and move. 
They will move up into senior positions.” 
Z1ZM: “I think there are a lot of burdens that you must go through as a female. There 
is that and then you also going up you keep fighting and it’s not an easy place to go to 
and you keep fighting all the way up, you know. As a woman in senior leadership 
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position what l value most about myself is the ability to coach, mentor and motivate 
people.” 
S5LA: “I think generally speaking it is still very difficult for women to get into leadership 
positions because it is still very much a male-controlled environment. So, it doesn't 
matter how hard you work.” 
A woman in a highly senior position in South Africa described how her male superior, a Zulu 
man brought the culture of male headship into the workplace. He was the only one who spoke 
in meetings: others would only when he gave them a chance. He was the reason she lost 
interest in senior leadership positions. The “Zulu man” was perceived to be culturally inclined 
in his treatment of female staff and others at work. 
S6CV worked as a social worker for thirty years in an organisation where she was 
academically more advanced and ten years older than her male leader, who was extremely 
difficult. As a result, she lost interest in any promotion. After the male leader resigned, she 
failed not apply for the post due to her negative experiences. She described the next 
appointed organisational head as a young Pedi man old enough to be her son. She stayed 
in the senior management role just to fulfil her passion. She still contributes her input to the 
highest authorities but will not take that position even though she is the most experienced 
and longest serving member in the organisation. 
S6CV: “…...first he was 10 years younger than me, academically, I was academically 
stronger than him. Yes, it hurts, and it brought me to the point that I just said, “I will do 
what I can do and bugger the rest………… But he was managing, if you think of 
management principles, he was not managing by objectives and he managed by fear. 
That was his style he managed by fear.” 
Unfortunately, the workplace is a mixture of all races and cultures, which increases the 
chances of individuals experiencing a level of discrimination in the workplace due to their 
background. 
Women in leadership are underpaid and men in similar or lower positions receive better 
salaries. A qualified senior female lecturer would not be promoted or be awarded a fair 
remuneration based on gender by a dean.  
S4KB: “So, I had a wonderful opportunity to teach a new appointee in a professorship 
though I was a lecturer and I had to do that by giving him my notes that I had as a 
student and giving him classes. I kid you not, he was the professor and I wasn't. So, 
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after that I went to the Dean and I asked really?? And the answer I got was “You are 
a woman; you are not married and don’t have a family. The men in this department 
have families to care for so they must get the promotion and salaries. Sorry but that's 
the way it is." I am serious and now of course at that point I had red hair.” 
In Zimbabwe and Malawi, the auto discriminated girl child at puberty is taught about marriage, 
pleasing the husband and her place in the kitchen as a submissive housekeeper. This 
background is endorsed in the subconscious and at times leads to the internalised oppression 
of these women. The situation is changing as more women prioritise their education in spite 
of the impediments, but ironically also regressing into the marriage space as expected from 
their teachings. The marriage in turn impacts on their career trajectory. The cultural teachings 
further define a girl‘s sexuality and its perceived use for the benefit of men. Similarly, in South 
Africa some teachings instil a ‘bullying syndrome’ in men resulting in leadership styles that 
prevent women from aspiring to and applying for these positions for fear of rejection. Of 
significance is the clarification that the auto discrimination of the boy and girl child is only 
prevalent in some races and not in others. 
S4KB: “I thank my parents for that. I was brought up in a family that taught me that 
men and women are equal. I have two brothers and there was absolutely no difference 
between us.” 
The subjective views of women are that not enough is being done to implement gender 
equality and improve their positions in leadership. In print media, organisations show a drive 
to work for the advancement of women. In practice, however, decision-makers prioritise the 
promotion of men, due to prevailing gender equality policies, which remain ineffective, as 
described by various participants within their context. 
M1VC: “We are still ruled by men. I guess in the workplace itself there is preference 
to hire another man than a woman and then even if we enter at the same level the guy 
advances faster than me.” 
Z3LH: “Although there is the issue of gender equality that seems to have overtaken 
the gender stereotypical story, it is only in our minds and on paper because this 
equality is not put in practice.” 
The consequences of gender inequality are diverse and include subordination and 
capitulating. Women can only seek material things from men who are on a higher salary scale 
than them even though they could be earning the same amount. 
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Z4SS: “…...the other thing is to change your mindset because the problem we have 
as women is that we look down on ourselves and think can I really drive a car? Can I 
own a house? We look for those things in men.” 
Although the country’s constitution recognises the importance of advancing women, in 
Malawi women are still discriminated against in relation to their dress code according to 
M1VC. Women cannot dress the way they want, but men can. This denigration of women 
perpetuates their subordination and hinders their full participation and freedom. Hiring 
practices also show an element of gender bias and both elements were clear from a 
participant’s experiences.  
M1VC: “They used to give you a cloth (chitenje) to wrap around and they put you to 
the ladies and tell you go dress decently. So, it was simple things like that that make 
you think ok I can’t even dress the way I want. But we are going into the same 
workplace and men can wear what they want, and women can’t wear what they want.” 
A participant in executive recruitment criticised other women for inappropriate dressing. In 
Zimbabwe, examples were given of how women were discriminated against based on 
physical appearance.  
S3AC: “Another point you can make is how women dress in the workplace. Your dress 
can kill you. Professional dressing or shall I say a girly dressing is a non-stopper for 
an executive career. I am not saying dress like a man but dress appropriately. Dressing 
appropriately means not being sexually prerogative……...You don't walk into a 
boardroom looking as if you are proposing to all the men. Walk into the boardroom 
and meet them equally in terms of your knowledge not your looks. Those that trade on 
their looks are the worst enemies.” 
Z3LH: “You saw how Grace and Mary Chiwenga were being referred to. Already Mary 
changed her dressing because people would say she dresses half naked .as if it was 
her first time. That is because she now had a spotlight in politics hence us women 
ourselves have a way of pulling each other down the ladder.” 
Therefore, dressing contributes to bias about women and may lead to their discrimination in 
appointments to senior levels. Global initiatives to close the gender gaps between men and 
women are in the workplace, but clearly a lot of work still needs to be done. One of the current 
challenges to confront is voluntary subordination, as male domination in the workplace is not 
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the only factor hindering the progression of women into senior leadership positions. Critical 
thinking is required to make the unconscious, conscious. 
3.3.1.2 Subcategory 2: Voluntary Subordination 
S2RB and other women who participated in this research acknowledged that subordination 
played a negative role in their career trajectory, but their contributions in the process remain 
hidden and misunderstood.  
S2RB: “Coming from a very conservative Indian family subordination of women I think 
it’s almost an expectation for women to be passive… So, I think because I was so quiet, 
I can't say I experienced subordination because I brought that on myself, it was self-
inflicted.” 
Part of the problem with the subordination of women in senior leadership positions, which 
they experience, is that it is voluntary. This means that women voluntarily subordinate to men 
for various reasons. The participants respect for their cultures and how they were raised 
make them to at times choose to voluntarily stay under the control of men. This may be 
referred to as internalised oppression, whereby in the African tradition, certain practices have 
been created and exist to reinforce the prevailing hierarchy, where men dominate and women 
are under them.  
S1IM: “Um as we grow up you know we get told that men are sort of superior than 
women.” 
Z1ZM: “I am a Christian. I agree men must head according to the biblical hierarchy. 
The biblical principle that a man is the head shows its ugly head a lot at work.” 
M1VC: “My Malawian experience is that women, we are supposed to be in subjection 
to men. That’s the starting point. You are raised with that in mind.” 
The common assertion from the participants is that women postpone their personal goals for 
child rearing, whilst men pursue their dreams without compromise. In fact, at a certain age 
having children becomes their preference over their career whilst men attain experience and 
advance to leadership roles. Women take maternity leave, do not advance themselves and 
decline positions, which interfere with their parenting roles. Respecting men is perceived as 
a positive trait, which defines a “real woman “for marriage material. Therefore, women 
voluntarily conform to the social norm of being under men and behave in a certain way in 
order to get a good husband.  
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In the workplace, they leave the men in the office to take up their second shifts at home 
whereby they cook, clean and ensure the husband is fed. In line with African cultural tradition, 
women curtsy to show respect to men when greeting them and kneel when serving them with 
food. 
S5LA: “And there's a lot of that that happens in a woman's life. I think throughout one’s 
career. So, I ended up doing … because of all of this, my PhD much later in life when 
I had small children. And that also places a huge burden on women because she's got 
the responsibility of children, the responsibility of our home, a husband, maintaining 
all of that and she still got to go places in her career, work really hard to do what she 
needs to do.” 
 Marriage gives women status and prestige thereby influencing them to make decisions that 
prioritise their marriage over career growth. Women exercise voluntary subordination at home 
with the additional impediment of society's perceptions of how women should act and be 
seen. Subconsciously, some of the behaviours and practices follow women into their 
workplace. 
M1VC: “We are used to being in subjection to men and why I'm raising it is because 
actually one of my male colleagues raised it with me. We were talking in general about 
how Malawians are supposed to be subservient they're not vocal people and they don't 
like strikes and they don't like uncultured things. He actually pointed out and said that 
I was equally the same and when I tried to ask him and say give me a specific thing 
he couldn't give me a work-related thing though. He just said he feels like at times I 
curtsy when I talk and I hold my hand when I'm greeting that sort of thing. Which made 
me stop and think ok there is a thing about how we are raised and how we believe a 
woman is meant to be, that we carried through into the workplace and it follows us 
through so that's where I am basing my point of view.” 
At cultural ceremonies, men and women do not sit together and this compounds the inability 
of women to socialise or interact with men in the business context. Where business trips or 
events come up women do not want to be away with male colleagues and give excuses due 
to social acceptance and conformity. Men socialise and interact, whilst women lose the 
opportunity to network because of their beliefs.  
Networking is a forum that allows for contacts in useful places, whereby men share ideas and 
get to know each other better and sponsor their peers. Because of women’s apprehension, 
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they do not get to meet people, know existing opportunities, which are not formally advertised 
because of the lack of opportunity to network without prejudice. Unfortunately, this hinders 
their progressions in the workplace. This is voluntary subordination as women willingly step 
aside, stay at home and allow men to seize opportunities in business. A widowed participant, 
Z4SS in the legal field, now heads a large corporate organisation, but assigns her late 
husband’s friends to attend meetings or business events outside the office to avoid social 
conflicts. Stereotypes entrenched in women’s minds perpetuate their subordination. 
Z4SS: “I am a woman in business, but I cannot go out to mingle with men and share 
their ideas because people will think that I'm out there to get men.” 
Although this participant Z4SS, worked in corporate banking for more than twenty years from 
an early age, she was conditioned to believe that “boys do not play with girls”. Therefore, she 
lacks the courage and confidence to be seen networking with male business partners. 
Women are uncomfortable socialising one-on-one with male colleagues because of social 
orientation. Another participant went overseas with her colleagues both males and females, 
but spent most of the time in her room, time which she could have used to network outside 
the office.  
S4KB: “I don't drink either, so I watched, and I spent most of my time on my own in my 
room when we were not in sessions.” 
The actions of women in pursuit of leadership positions become less effective than those of 
men, as they decline positions, which involve travelling and being away from husband or 
family. The voluntary subordination of participant Z1ZM was demonstrated by their conviction 
to renounce superior status and leadership privileges to embrace culture and religion.   
Z2FS: “In Africa mainly Zimbabwe, I have realized that it is kind of difficult for most 
women when it comes to the issue of rising up because of the culture that is the first 
barrier… As women we put ourselves in subjection to men and follow all the cultural 
rules and expectations.” 
Z1ZM: “… I hate the travelling leaving my family behind.” 
S2RB: “Coming from a very conservative Indian family subordination of women I think 
it’s almost an expectation for women to be passive.” 
Women exercise voluntary subordination at home and bring it into the workplace in order to 
adhere to societal perceptions of how women should act and be seen. Further quotes 
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illustrate that women accommodate subordination based on what they are taught to believe 
growing up. 
S1IM: “When you grow up and you got   your parents and you see how your mother is 
being treated or your aunts, or your female character, women in your family how they 
get treated and somehow you get to accept that's how you supposed to behave or 
how it is supposed to be.” 
Personal beliefs expose women to subordination as demonstrated by “voices” of participants. 
Z1ZM: “I went to a new church with my husband whereby the tradition was the wife 
hands over the microphone to the husband for him to introduce himself first. Then the 
woman follows. We decided to do it the opposite way and the elders of the church 
explained to us that God created man and then woman. I respect that order. At times 
because of religion in the workplace you might subconsciously put yourself under 
men.” 
S1IM: “Because of my beliefs, things are happening for a reason. God put you in a 
place where his will is. Sometimes you want things, but he knows what is best for us 
ok.” 
M1VC: “There is also a part in terms of religion coming from a strong Christian 
background where we are also told a woman is in subjection to man… I do not believe 
in focussing on subordination. I have always preferred the male leadership.” 
Drawing on the participant experiences, it is evident subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions can be defined in respect to both men and women. When women are in 
senior leadership positions, they tend to favour men over women. It is essential to also 
address the ‘Queen Bee Syndrome’ in the process of levelling the playing field for women in 
their career trajectory to the top.  
S3AC: “When it comes to subordination of women in senior leadership positions, I 
think the problem in South Africa is that men find it very difficult to manage strong 
women. They got this thing that because I'm a man and you are a woman you must 
shut up.” 
This kind of subordination is perpetuated by women when they dislike and fight one another 
to prove who is better than the other; hence, perpetuating dominant male ideologies in their 
respective environments. Often, female executives in organisations tend to lose sight of the 
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big picture; and relegate or downgrade other women in senior leadership positions. By so 
doing, women weaken their own endeavours and hard work. One participant described how 
she feels now about the woman to woman relationship in the workplace.  
M1VC: “But another dynamic that came with that is that us women also we have a 
problem because we clashed amongst ourselves instead of us helping each other to 
advance, there were lots of tensions, unnecessary tensions that used to happen which 
you know I look back now and think actually we could have done a whole lot more in 
terms of our own advancement.” 
Z1ZM: “Female superiors are influenced by males because they feel like in a feminine 
way their message is not related properly. I have a female director and I am a technical 
knowledge manager. I don’t understand my director. The team has males and two 
females me and her. Some of these males are junior to me. She once delegated me 
to take minutes in our meetings. I take it that I was delegated to take minutes so that I 
don’t talk much. Director does not recognise it’s a problem.” 
These participants’ responses show that there are still challenges to face and overcome in 
dealing with the subordination of women in senior leadership position. 
3.3.1.3 Subcategory 3: Identity, Culture and Society  
South Africa is known as a rainbow nation with nine official languages, but with intersectional 
issues of gender, ethnicity, and race. With all its diversity, people identify themselves by age, 
race background, ethnic language, family and social circles amongst others. South Africa has 
different cultures from Xhosa, Zulu, Pedi, Dinka, Muslim, Afrikaaner and others. Interviewed 
participants shared their experiences from their context and identified themselves as such.  
S3AC: “I think I will be one of the oldest people you will be interviewing because I am 
sixty-nine.” 
S3RB: “Coming from a very conservative Indian family subordination of women I think 
it’s almost an expectation for women to be passive.” 
S1IM: “You know as a black woman the upbringing is also part of how we behave, 
how we see ourselves in leadership.” 
Regardless of age, race or gender, the participants who are all women in leadership positions 
identified themselves with self and the social context. People in Zimbabwe identified 
themselves by tribe with the two dominants being Shona and Ndebele. This subsequently 
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shapes the cultural identities in the country. For white Zimbabweans, it is mainly the 
nationality that makes them Zimbabweans. Most Zimbabweans now work in other countries 
and must try to create a Zimbabwean identity. Zimbabweans as a nation pride themselves in 
their educational backgrounds. Tribalism in Zimbabwe has led to nepotism in the workplace, 
a trend that was identified in data collection.  
Z3LH: “As civil servants we graduate and go straight to work.” 
Z1ZM: “Then how I even got the job is due to the fact that I'm from Bulawayo so I was 
told when I was already in the position that they wanted someone who could speak 
Ndebele.” 
M2GM advised that Malawi people are divided as the North and South social groups. The 
northern region is considered to have more qualified people with business skills. Males are 
not restricted in their dress code, but it is considered inappropriate for women to wear 
trousers. Men wear shirts and trousers, or suits but women often wear traditional costumes 
made of large pieces of fabric used as a skirt, a headdress, and top. This form of dressing 
distinguishes and identifies the Malawian women from the other countries. 
M1VC: “They used to give you a cloth (chitenje) to wrap around and they put you to 
the ladies and tell you go dress decently. So, it was simple things like that that make 
you think ok I can’t even dress the way I want. But we are going into the same 
workplace and men can wear what they want, and women can’t wear what they want.” 
People from the South are a matriarchal society and the North is a patriarchal society that 
treats women as Queens. Traditionally in the southern region of Malawi inside the home, 
women dominate according to M1VC. On the contrary, as soon as these women get into the 
workplace their home dominance is out of the door because the workplace is structured in 
such a way that patriarchy persists. In Malawi, three-quarters of literate persons are men as 
the culture discriminates against the girl child. Therefore, the probability of invisibility of 
women in senior leadership positions is high. 
M1VC: “I am from the Ngoni tribe we are a matriarchal society.” 
M2GM: “The male supervisor who hated me in my previous role was not part of the 
panel. He did not have any influence on the outcome lucky enough, but if he was there, 
I would not have made it.” 
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S5LA: “I think generally speaking it is still very difficult for women to get into leadership 
positions because it is still very much a male-controlled environment. So, it doesn't 
matter how hard you work.” 
Verbal greetings are accompanied by a handshake and Malawian women do the same in the 
workplace. When approaching someone’s space, they often announce their arrival by saying 
“Odi.” It was very interesting to hear a story that a Malawian woman in her first job announced 
her arrival to a white expat boss office by saying “Odi”, which profoundly surprised her.   
M2GM: “The special time of my life is when I had these particular supervisors. I had a 
lady supervisor from Panama South America.” 
It took a long time before this woman was promoted and younger men who joined the 
organisation latter were promoted before her. This is a simple demonstration of how culture 
exposes and makes women vulnerable to subordination. Women are culturally taught to be 
subordinate and, in the workplace, prefer to be led by men and be under men. 
M1VC: “My Malawian experience is that women, we are supposed to be in subjection 
to men. That’s the starting point. You are raised with that in mind. … I do not believe 
in focussing on subordination. I have always preferred the male leadership.” 
S1IM: “So basically, I will say the culture does influence my leadership experience, 
even though what I have experienced has sort of changed my perception of the way I 
see things now.” 
Society has a basic social divide stratification of people based on gender according to the 
participants.   
S5LA: “And there's a lot of that that happens in a woman's life, I think throughout her 
career.” 
Z3LH: “It is kind of difficult for the majority of women.” 
According to participants, the division of labour in the home is a drawback to women in 
leadership. 
Reproduction roles are enforced by societal expectations as they are linked to maintaining 
the family lineage. However, society becomes critical of the way they view women in senior 
leadership positions, who do not put child rearing first. The rise of women to top leadership 
position is questioned and leads to strained relationships with families and co-workers. 
Judgement is placed on those women, who choose to put their career above fulfilling 
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reproductive expectations including women who cannot bear children. They are labelled as 
“Isifebe” in Zulu and “Pfambi” in Shona both meaning their leadership positions are attained 
through promiscuity. This limits the power of women to prioritise their career trajectories. 
A professor, S5LA explained that business and society are incongruent as they both 
contribute to the pressure on a woman in senior leadership positions. Whilst she was married 
and expected to reproduce, in the Afrikaner environment she worked in, she was made to 
feel guilty when she became pregnant. 
S5LA: “And the reason I was given at the time was that it was aesthetically 
unappealing for a pregnant woman to stand in front of a class of young people. So that 
feeling of almost guilt, I’m doing something wrong, this is something to hide this is 
something not to be proud of.” 
Despite being criticised in the work environment initially, she chose to grow her family and 
continued having children after which she then advanced in her career and education. 
S5LA: “So, I ended up doing because of all of this my PhD much later in life when I 
had small children. And that also places a huge burden on women because she's got 
the responsibility of children, the responsibility of our home, a husband, maintaining 
all of that and she still got to go places in her career, work really hard to do what she 
needs to do.” 
The participants stated that although they believed they could do the work and are capable, 
this is hindered by misalignment between society and business demands. A Zimbabwean 
woman who lost her husband experienced conflict with her in laws (family), who assumed 
she might be taken by men in business. 
Z4SS: “…. you can already imagine, somebody is married and now you are seen 
seated together having lunch with somebody whose husband has passed on in a 
public place, and good looking. You know people get uncomfortable. You know, I have 
even experienced it in the family. In my husband's family, that people are 
uncomfortable with me and I said “no if I really wanted them, I would be finishing them. 
I would pursue them”. People are not comfortable with that, but I cannot let down my 
standards.” 
Z3LH contended that identity is linked to culture and society. Negative workplace culture 
negatively affects the happiness and satisfaction of female employees. This has an influence 
on the willingness of women to stay in senior leadership positions or apply for these positions. 
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Z3 LH: “It is true us women we are to a greater extent under this bondage called 
culture.” 
It seems women in leadership positions at times turn a blind eye on cultural norms, which 
perpetuate their subordinate status. Culture is not stagnant and should not be used as a basis 
to identify oneself in one’s career progression, as the workplace is a mixture of cultures. 
Cultural intelligence is important. 
3.3.2 Category 2: Leadership 
The experiences of women leaders showed that their leadership is moulded by their social 
and cultural background. They strongly believed in what they were taught during upbringing 
and these internalised leadership perceptions built over the years determine whom they 
become in leadership. The issue of upbringing, which influences leadership, was shared by 
most participants.  
M1V1: “…leadership is moulded from where you come from.” 
S1IM: “You know as a black woman the upbringing is also part of how we behave, 
how we see ourselves in leadership.” 
Z1ZM: “…there are limitations. Culturally you are expected to be home and look after 
the children. At times conditions force you to choose between career and family.” 
Another common issue raised about leadership by the participants is its perception as a male 
role and dominated by men in most organisations. 
S3AC: “So, when I started working my peers were all men.” 
M2GM: “My superior was a male and a hard one.” 
Z4SS: “My finance director and my director were men………... you find men generally 
do that, they discuss, let’s give one another business.” 
S5LA: “I think generally speaking it is still very difficult for women to get into leadership 
positions because it is still very much a male-controlled environment.” 
The women in the study stated that to reach the top they had to “fight” to attain a senior 
leadership position. Sometimes, these fights result in women even losing the job and 
position they were aiming for. The former vice president of Zimbabwe, the woman in 
position in the country after independence lamented the lack of support for women leaders 
and thus had to fight for the position. When women are in leadership positions, their 
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competence is questioned and put to test as people form perception biases about their 
leadership. An example was experienced by Z1ZM as in excerpt below. 
Z5JM: “I had to fight to rise through the ranks to become a commander and trainer 
of combatants, mostly men.” 
Z1Z5: “You are constantly tested on what you are doing or what you are talking 
about. I travelled to Italy to give a presentation. Though I was just there for the 
presentation people wanted to know if I was aware of what’s going on in South 
Africa.” 
Participants in the study occupied leadership positions in organisations ranging from 
departments’ heads, to plant managers and directors. Over time, participant S4KB became 
an emerging leader. While education and legal frameworks currently reduce some of the 
invisible apprehensions of being a woman in a leadership role, there are still challenges to 
confront and overcome.  
Women on boards of directors and women in senior-level management positions made a 
compelling case about suffering in senior leadership positions. Leadership in sub-Saharan 
Africa occurs within the context of patriarchy, culture, tradition, as well as individual values 
and principles within an organisational setting. Organisations are not set up to support women 
in senior leadership positions, particularly given their culture, family and other gender roles. 
The situation of women in senior leadership positions worsens with time due to issues of 
gender inequality. 
S4KB: “Suffering is part of a woman in senior leadership positions.” 
Z1ZM: “Senior leadership positions are not friendly for women… Either you 
concentrate on you career and get it off and when you want a child you find it’s too 
late. There are limitations. Culturally you are expected to be home and look after the 
children. At times conditions force you to choose between career and family.” 
Women seem to have limited aspirations to positions of leadership in South Africa, Zimbabwe 
and Malawi due to a variety of problems in all spheres of life. There is consensus in all 
countries that women do not distance themselves from culture and tradition due to fear of 
social exclusion, particularly when in senior leadership positions.  
M1VC: “I think we are still seen as not designed for the board room I guess we are 
supposed to still be backward and be for the home and when I get pregnant it's proving 
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a point to say you know she still has to go home and do whatever but I also think 
women we tend to carry a lot… The price that one pays high up there, it’s a very lonely 
life up there from experience from what I have seen and it is not something that is for 
me I forsake the price the money that comes with it for the contentment, the time I 
have with my children the time I have with myself and to do the things that I really 
enjoy that is more important to me than to be up there.” 
S5LA: “I never had my own space, it was partly my fault because I grew up in a 
generation where it was expected of a woman to take care of her kids ,so I had the 
kids, I had the career, I had this, I had that and I was always juggling these balls with 
bad  results I think at the end of the day you are in danger of burning yourself out and 
I think this is something that probably affects women for more than men because of 
this expectation that you are the caregiver and therefore you have to be there doing 
all of this.” 
S6CV: “… it was a whole culture in our department that you work with humiliation, you 
work with questioning.” 
Similarly, participant S1IM narrated her ordeal about being demeaned and shouted at by 
male superiors. 
S1IM: “He used to call me at any time and asking Isabella what the hell is going on 
there!!! I remember I used to leave work get home and at night cry, cry, cry……… We 
were tortured emotionally…………… that's how executives were cruel to us, just being 
ruthless.” 
Fear and rejection are compounding factors driving women out of leadership positions. When 
women seek leadership positions, their backgrounds keep them as minors to their fathers, 
and latter to their husbands because of gender stereotyping and men perpetuate this power 
into the workplace. The decision-making process of women in their roles may start from the 
home where they seek the husband’s approval.  
In this modern-day, networking is important for advancement in senior leadership positions, 
but women compromise on this and lack leadership networks. Women have become their 
own enemies in leadership advancement because they do not like each other and there is 
reluctance by senior women to promote other women. In this study, the women in senior 
leadership positions had in common the desire to overcome these challenges and achieve 
their goals.  
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3.3.2.1 Subcategory 1: Refusing and Accidental Leaders 
Whilst there is major debate on the invisibility of women in senior leadership positions, 
refusing leaders are adding onto the challenge by not participating in this role. The definition 
and support of a refusing leader and the evidence thereof was well articulated by participants. 
M1VC: “I do not even aspire to be at CEO level. Personally I actually don't want to be 
a CEO I have been offered a position which I don't want it's a personal preference so 
it's not something that I Look to say one day I want to be that I don't feel the need for 
that. I have always been a refusing leader.” 
Z1ZM: “This interview is interesting because it has made me reflect on my career. 
There is a point I reached a constant not because I didn’t want to go up. I have turned 
down offers. I decided to settle for a while, I hate the travelling leaving my family 
behind.” 
S6CV: “When that position became advertised I deliberately say I am not going to 
apply I have had enough of this man because he broke my soul in terms of… how do 
I say… you know I just had enough of humiliation and rejection that I just said no. I am 
also no longer interested in leadership positions… You know I’m 62 next month and 
you know I have got three years left and you get also in a time in your life that… I have 
got now grandchildren and if you are in this executive position again your life is not 
your life. If the politicians say jump you must ask how high? If they want to see you 
Sunday afternoon 12 o’clock you need to come, Sunday afternoon 12 o’clock. If there 
is a disaster and you must work three days non-stop then you must do it, I was there.” 
This demonstrated that there are women who do not feel the need for any advancement or 
growth. Some leaders prefer remaining in their comfort zones. However, success 
encompasses being open to development and growth. Participant M1VC further stated that 
she appreciates positions in which she is hands on, but not at the top where she will suffer. 
However, from her “voice”, one could observe the character of a servant leader who 
understands what they cannot compromise on.   
M1VC: “I'm more of a hands-on person than a person who pushes paper and Strategy 
and vision.” 
Interestingly, some participants were in a “sink or swim” desperation, which landed them into 
senior leadership positions. These were accidental leaders. There are dark fears pushing 
women into leadership positions in search of better opportunities. S1IM who relied on her 
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husband for all her needs was suddenly in a situation whereby she lost everything because 
the man had committed suicide. In such instances, education and qualifications become a 
contingency plan for women. Participant Z5CS experience pointed at the same “sink or swim 
position when she was divorced after being a housewife for several years and thereafter went 
back to school and rose through ranks to senior leadership position. The widowed participant 
S1IM described her eye-opening experience in the following terms:  
S1IM: “I would say my first experience that taught me or opened my eyes it was when 
my husband passed on”. (Quivering voice) but you get to the point of just losing the 
actual person you rely on … And I had to start my life from scratch. (sighing) We had 
bills to pay, I had a son to take care of.” 
Z5SC: “But when I got divorced that's when I started to see things differently.” 
Another widowed participant, Z4SS accidentally became a director with the passing on of her 
husband, yet in the corporate organisation she only attained senior management positions 
after more than two decades. 
Z4GS: “I am a director now but where I was in banking, I had worked for company X 
For 22 years … That's where I really experienced that climbing the ladder is difficult.” 
Divorced participant, Z5SC talked at length about her background mentioning that she got 
married soon after completing matric. She looked after the husband’s rural home and raised 
the children in that environment until she was given a choice to be in a polygamous unit or 
leave. Despite her efforts to stay, she was divorced and again education and qualification 
was her contingency plan.  
Z5SC: “I did my primary education in Mufakosi, grade 1 starting in 1978 and I started 
my secondary school and I finished in 1988. When I finished in 1988, I didn't come out 
well at school, so I got married in 1990 when I got married my husband took me and 
made me stay I Rusape for 4 years… I adapted to the situation my husband was 
working at Zesa he was a first-class welder, so when I was in the farm my in-law taught 
me everything.” 
It is important to note that during “comfort times”, the perception is that women do not aspire 
to be in senior leadership positions. The divorced and widowed participant, who after being 
widowed, aggressively looked for any job that would pay her well to regain her position in 
society. After her entry into the job market at middle management, she then aspired to be in 
senior leadership position. Another part of understanding women’s comfort position was 
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demonstrated by M1V1, who declined a CEO position because she did not see the need to 
be at the top; stating that she had all she wants. 
M1VC: “... so financially, yes. If maybe I was in a position where I needed a lot of 
money or whatever maybe I would have taken that job but the way I see it is; getting 
that money comes at a cost anyway for me from the experiences that I have seen I 
am at a point I guess where I think I have all that I want.” 
The participants’ responses show that any ambiguity in the selection criteria for leadership 
roles will inevitably lead to the appointment of accidental employees into leadership roles, as 
expressed by a participant in the following excerpt:  
M1VC: “They had to choose a leader who was going to emerge as a leader. What 
struck me in that case was that the selection panel itself there was only one woman 
so in the end the job went to a guy who had the least experience of all the people that 
were there. And then there was another guy an older guy who had the experience who 
was put in as his deputy and the rest of us worked as project managers.” 
Women leaders who refuse positions and the accidental leaders who find themselves in these 
positions exit their careers easily and further exacerbate the invisibility of women in senior 
leadership positions. 
3.3.2.2 Subcategory 2: Personal Leadership & Professional Leadership 
Women leaders must know and understand what leadership all is about for them to be able 
to execute this role. Participants shared their views on the definition of leadership, and one 
such participant is a woman leader, who rose through the leadership ranks in the banking 
sector and then circumstances forced her to turn to the legal field as a leader to take over her 
husband’s major business after his passing on. 
Z4SS: “Leadership is about being able to lead oneself, to impact, to make progress, 
to grow not only to grow in terms of money or business, but even to grow in terms of 
staff. Because you lead then they can do the work on their own. Like now, I am in 
entrepreneurship. One day I expect to be able to sit and just delegate and see how 
things are happening. Currently you need to grow, to make sure the younger 
generation can see, and they are inspired.” 
The participants explained the coping strategies of women in their situations in senior 
leadership positions. Whilst challenges and suffering are acknowledged, some women are 
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driven by their intrinsic motivations in senior leadership positions. Women leaders 
demonstrated that they understand their own motivations, goals and strengths, weaknesses, 
emotions, and morals and values.  
Z6JM: “My wartime experiences were an orientation to leadership from which I learnt 
to be tough when confronted by soft challenges and be cool, calm and, may be soft, 
when the going became really tough. I learnt to be calm in the midst of storms.” 
The women leaders in the study displayed self-determination. However, they mentioned a 
struggle to find a balance between “being self” and being a product of society amongst 
women in senior leadership positions. They aspire to attain the highest levels of education, 
yet culture and tradition determines how far they reach with their goals. Participant Z1ZM, 
who had just registered for her PhD, withdrew because she wanted to accommodate her in-
laws into her home. She further declined to travel abroad on work trips because she wanted 
to be close to her family all the time. 
Z1ZM: “look at the triple role expected of a woman culturally. I am expected to look 
after extended family. I should be there to welcome them into my home or look after 
them if they are staying. My role of procreation as a mother or parenting wife is 
important to me. I also must bring money. My religious role as a Christian expects me 
to look after family.” 
These personal beliefs may hinder or enable a woman leader to progress in senior leadership 
positions. The various identity issues women face in the workplace may be conscious or 
unconscious. The invisibility of women also seemed to be associated with women identity. 
Fuller (2013) asserts that the personal beliefs of women about their qualities and behaviours, 
which make them female is gender identity. High levels of education and extraordinary 
resilience were demonstrated. Women leaders’ aims of education or studying are not merely 
to attain leadership positions, but to fulfil one’s passion and self-actualisation. The ability of 
women was summarised by M1V1 in the following words: 
M1V1: “Women rule the world.” 
In their numbers, women carry pregnancies for nine months to perpetuate humanity, get three 
months maternity leave, breastfeed the babies and still experience hardships in the 
workplace. Z5SC was married at a tender age of 17. She was placed in a rural setting in 
Rusape to stay with the in-laws whilst practising subsistence farming, herding cattle and 
looking after the children. Her husband would visit her monthly and go back to the city where 
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he eventually started living with a girlfriend. This was the hardest emotional challenge, added 
onto the burden of hard physical work and looking after children and in-laws. Z5SC faced 
many challenges leading to a divorce and made a deliberate choice to turn her life around. 
Through personal leadership, she bounced back and went back to school. Against all odds, 
she now currently holds an honours degree and is registered for her master’s at the age of 
50. She works with the high Court in Zimbabwe. This participant would not have made it had 
she not chosen to focus on what she could control, and this is one of the characteristics of a 
resilient leader. She is developing her daughter to run a business and is leading woman in 
the church community as a pastor. 
Z5CS: “I did my primary education in Mufakose, grade 1 starting in 1978 and I started 
my secondary school and I finished in 1988. When I finished in 1988, I didn't come out 
well at school, so I got married in 1990. When I got married my husband took me and 
made me stay in Rusape.” 
With the demands from home and in the workplace, resilience is both an individual and a 
leadership trait, which influences women in senior leadership positions. Most participants 
demonstrated this through their experiences. Women take bold steps in their education and 
take the risk of changing jobs when faced with difficulties. Women are adapting to stressful 
situations and managing unsurmountable workloads to sustain families. The ever-changing 
goalposts in the workplace require coping mechanisms and strategies to quickly recover from 
adverse experiences. Education is one of the tools to cope with the ever-changing demands 
and criteria for senior leadership positions. 
3.3.2.3 Subcategory 3: Queen Bees 
Queen bees are best described by Z4SS as “women against women”: 
Z4SS: “……So, on that point I've also found that women against women…….” 
Although, some of the responses showed that women are disadvantaged by staying under 
the control of men in senior leadership positions, the participants’ experiences demonstrate 
that some women in senior leadership positions are playing a negative role by impeding the 
progression of other women into similar leadership positions. Even in the presidency position, 
the queen bee effects are felt as demonstrated by Z6JM in her speech when she was ousted 
from government of Zimbabwe. 
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Z6JM: “What is sad in most of these cases of persecution and abuse of women is that 
men find willing accomplices in some of our own fellow women. This was the case in 
Zimbabwe where those at the forefront of side-lining me were fellow women. This is a 
cancer that we must deal with as women if we are to advance in various leadership 
positions.” 
The women who reported to female bosses described the Queen bees as being mean, 
critical, less tolerant of other women and favouring men. Educated women are relegated to 
non-skilled positions by other women in power. A woman leader described one such incident. 
Z1ZM: “I have a female director and I am a technical knowledge manager. I don’t 
understand my director. The team has males and two females me and her. Some of 
these males are junior to me. She once delegated me to take minutes in our meetings. 
I take it that I was delegated to take minutes so that I don’t talk much.” 
Evidence of the Queen Bee phenomenon was shared by participants in all countries under 
study. Queen Bees do not favour other women’s career success and prefer men to women. 
M1VC: “My 1st job my boss was a woman I think we have two or three male social 
workers there. what I found was actually the woman was in a position of higher 
authority but she tended to also favour the men so we all arrived at the same level and 
be trained in the same way and grow in the same way but the weight will be more on 
the man and that would come in the cases that are allocated to you as a woman. the 
man who would tend to get cases that would profile them as somebody who has 
worked on a case.” 
According to a recruitment specialist S3AC and author of a Queen Bee article, (extant 
document 2), Queen Bees exist in the workplace and at times exhibit their tendencies with 
men but being less confrontational. 
S3AC: “So, you find that you do all the work you pass it onto your female boss, and 
she is the Queen Bee. But that woman does not only do it with women but also with 
men. But she somehow in my experience where I have seen this happen, she is less 
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She further explained this in her article on the queen B phenomena as follows:  
S3AC: “Attempting to sabotage the Queen Bee is also not recommended. She will 
retaliate. Subordinates invariably lose out. One tip is to show emotional strength. Don’t 
cry at work. Don’t show you’re distressed by a child’s illness or domestic difficulties. 
This can be misreported as failure to cope. Try to meet the Queen Bee on new ground. 
Ask for her insights on how to make career progress. If problems continue, stand up 
to the bully, but be diplomatic and respectful. Perhaps there’s some light at the end of 
the tunnel.” 
Women in leadership positions are not preferred by their female subordinates.  
M1VC: “But another dynamic that came with that is that us women also we have a 
problem because we clashed amongst ourselves instead of us helping each other to 
advance, there were lots of tensions, unnecessary tensions that used to happen which 
you know I look back now and think actually we could have done a whole lot more in 
terms of our own advancement.” She goes further to say, 
“If it weren’t for us trying to please a boss who was a man so trying to outshine each 
other so that the boss sees me”. 
Women leaders experience higher stress levels and discrimination from the Queen Bees than 
male leaders. At times, these women themselves in senior leadership positions become the 
agents of the patriarchal society and create glass ceilings for other women. Women are 
strongest when they are not fighting against each other. They should hold the door open 
behind them and empower others. This way the subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions by queen bees can be disrupted. 
3.3.3 Category 3: Promotion Opportunities 
The dilemma facing women leaders is “how does one get a promotion when the opportunity 
to even get an interview is scarce or inexistent?” 
S5LA: “And there's also a huge misconception out there that if a woman is technical 
in nature, she can't have leadership skills, she doesn't understand how to run a 
business or how to read a financial statement, those kinds of things, there's a lot of 
that out there. But I think there's a huge misconception. So, women are not even given 
the opportunity to come into an interview for that matter.” 
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The promotion of women to senior leadership positions and specifically to director and CEO 
positions remains a challenge in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi. Conditions in business 
are unfavourable to the appointment of women in senior positions as supported by statistics 
and the women leaders interviewed. In spite of the women’s equality in education, men still 
get promotion opportunities. Comments by participants revealed that while companies have 
women at entry level they do not get promoted at the same rate as men who get the promotion 
opportunities first, even with lower qualifications.  
S4KB: “Even though I had a PhD and none of the men in the department I was never 
promoted never ever. But they didn't want to lose me does that sound familiar?” 
Z2FS: “Suppose you have worked here, you have certificates, degrees and masters 
the boss would rather look at a male person without qualifications like yours, he would 
rather take that man than taking you saying her husband is wealthy, let her remain 
where she is and take that boy. That is male sponsorship is it happening here in 
Zimbabwe. It does happen especially if there is an outside promotion.” 
Without promotion opportunities, women resort to job hopping. 
Z1ZM: “I have moved jobs hey. I have changed (7) jobs.” 
S1IM: “I will give an example of X Foods Company. It was a different situation, there 
was no opportunity for me to explore much I decided to look for another job to get a 
better salary.” 
The other view from participants was that promotions for women are now a mere gesture to 
fulfil the EE quotas and BEE. This does not seem to be the answer to the solution according 
to S3AC. 
S3AC: “I think women think especially now in South Africa that they are entitled, and 
they get over promoted and then reach that so-called glass ceiling. They are put into 
senior positions and expect a year later to move up again and again but that is not a 
glass ceiling that is a natural career progression.” 
Sticky floors add to the invisibility of women in senior leadership positions as they occupy the 
same position for long. Without job movements and without promotions, women hold onto 
‘what they have’ because job opportunities are scares especially in Zimbabwe, where the 
unemployment rate is the highest in the region. Malawi women also have few chances of 
being appointed in leadership positions or even get a promotion. 
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M2GM: “…so that's my ladder, I got stuck in a position with no promotion.” 
3.3.3.1 Subcategory 1: Job Opportunities 
Women leaders find employment, but often these are positions that men would decline. 
Participant Z1ZM with a master’s degree and approximately two decades experience has 
had a long career, whereby she takes jobs not purely on merit, but by chance. 
Z1ZM: “Though I am highly educated with a master’s degree, I think in my career 
ladder it was more about opportunities than merit. The first opportunity was due to 
tribal grounds I am Ndebele, the second was volunteer basis. In the third I was 
identified during a workshop and then I was informed there is a management position 
if you're interested and I applied. It took time, to be told later I was the second option. 
I was offered because a male counterpart had refused the job.” 
Women are not being allowed to lead, judging from the fact that the workplace does not 
promote or advance the rights of women in relation to job opportunities. Men receive support 
for these opportunities, whereas women finding it difficult to break into the support system. 
Participant S5LA, who is a professor in science with more than thirty years’ experience in her 
field of work, confirmed the lack of interview opportunities, the first step to getting the job 
opportunity. In the event of aa vacancy, women leaders are usually second best and they 
feel that their appointments are not based on equal rights or merit. In such cases, the 
movement to the top is seen as an insurmountable process by women leaders, who then 
settle for horizontal job movements in search of economic gains. 
S5LA: “So, women are not even given the opportunity to come into an interview for 
that matter.” 
M1VC: “When the least experienced man was appointed women in my workplace 
considered it an unfair appointment because firstly, he didn't have the relevant 
experience to do that and it became unfair because I know he used to call me what, 
ousie or aunt or something like that.” 
S4KB: “I never went up the ladder in a company. You always move horizontally with 
yourself. So, I think for many women there is no improvement where they are. If you 
want to improve your position you must leave that company and go somewhere else 
and that's how I did it. So, the only clever thing that happened to me I think at last was 
to recognize a dull and useless position when I found myself in one.” 
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Participant S4KB confirmed the lack of promotion opportunities, horizontal job movements 
and the fact that often women are appointed into useless positions. 
3.3.3.2 Subcategory 2: Glass Ceiling 
Women of same age group and social status disagreed on the existence of the glass ceiling. 
Participant S3AC, who is an executive HR practitioner, denied that women experience glass 
ceiling, whilst participant S4KB with two PhDs strongly believes in its existence. Other women 
leaders experienced the lack of growth in their positions and ended up moving horizontally in 
their careers, which speaks to the glass ceiling effect. There is a debate on whether the glass 
ceiling is self-inflicted or imposed as demonstrated by two participants’ perceptions. 
S3AC: “We tend to sit and mourn, go and do your own thing. Become an entrepreneur. 
So, I don’t believe in the glass ceiling. If there is a glass ceiling, I think it’s self-inflicted 
and it’s an excuse. I think women think especially now in South Africa that they are 
entitled, and they get over promoted and then reach that so-called glass ceiling.” 
S4KB: “Now I know it's not been said a lot and people say it’s nonsense, but I know 
there is a glass ceiling, you are underpaid, you are overused, and you must take it or 
leave. That's the fact.” 
Considering the views of participants M1VC and S6VC, it seems women internalise societal 
stereotypes, which manifests a psychological glass ceiling. These women then become 
unwilling to take risks associated with senior leadership positions. In some cases, they do not 
even apply for the positions when an opportunity is presented. Women impose career 
boundaries for themselves undermining their own growth. 
M1VC: “Of late I have heard a lot of women say" all the kids are grown "and now I am 
able to progress but we already a few years behind you know so again it’s you having 
to put all the energy for you to advance.” 
S6VC: “You know I’m 62 next month and you know I’ve got three years left… I’ve got 
now grandchildren and if you are in this executive position again your life is not your 
life. If the politicians say jump you must ask how high? If they want you to see you 
Sunday afternoon 12 o’clock you need to come… So you re-prioritise your life to say 
do I really want to at this age still run around for politicians or do I stay where I am.” 
Most participants believed in the glass ceiling effect and out of those who raised the issue, 
only one confronted her director about it. 
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Z4SS: “There was a time when I had to really go and see the finance director just ask 
him what they are looking for, yes, I had to because I really didn't care, I had to ask; 
what are they looking for and why did I have to be prejudiced against.” 
This invisible barrier is an issue that also contributes to invisibility of women in top positions.  
3.3.3.3 Subcategory 3: Remuneration Inequality Structures 
Although participant S3AC, a corporate executive, confirmed that at CEO level the 
remuneration is the same, participant S2RB emphasised that in the various fields of work, 
there are salary discrepancies. 
S3AC: “At executive level where I recruit salaries are on par but maybe at lower level 
there are salary discrepancies. If you compete for a job at executive level remuneration 
is equal. If I recruit a CEO with a package range, it is same for men and women. 
Organisations cannot create red circles around them now because remember it is now 
reported. This is fact because I am working at that level.” 
Participant S2RB, a director in a manufacturing industry and a director in another field clearly 
stated that in her experience females earn less than their male counterparts. 
S2RB: “Men earn the highest salary. I think times have changed women are educating 
themselves and they are more qualified. I want to bring in the point of being a working 
woman.” 
The participants stated that women are neither appreciated nor heard. They remain subdued 
and not economically independent as demonstrated by participants from all three countries. 
Women in senior leadership positions are denied their rights to earn equally and as 
individuals. They related their frustration on that fact that in spite of their doing their best in 
their job, they do not receive a fair remuneration for being a woman.  
There are double standards in relation to the remuneration of men and women. The reasons 
advanced to justify the promotion of men are the same reasons used to remunerate and 
promote women unequally, as demonstrated by participant S4KB in South Africa and 
participant Z4SS in Zimbabwe. In spite of the women’s racial differences, their experiences 
were the same. It was clear that familial circumstances with one having a rich husband and 
the other being unmarried, both worked to the women’s disadvantage in relation to 
remuneration. 
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Z4SS: “I was tagged because of the capability and financial position of my husband.” 
They would say: “She doesn't need the money her husband is ok, so she doesn't really 
need it.” “So that was the pull-down method. It was a tactic, that I cannot be promoted 
because my husband is well off, therefore, I don't need the job. It was frustrating at the 
end of the day.” 
S4KB: “… and the answer I got was “You are a woman; you are not married and don’t 
have a family. The men in this department have families to care for so they must get 
the promotion and salaries. Sorry but that's the way it is." I am serious and now of 
course at that point I had red hair.” 
M1VC: “Business tells those women that they are equal, but they make them feel less 
equal than the others. Women must push harder to be heard and achieve top positions 
or have something. Business should reinforce what they say.” 
These responses show that women are being economically disadvantaged and still 
underpaid in spite of working doubly hard and being as qualified. 
3.3.4 Category 4: Capitulating 
The participants stated that there are known incidences of sexual capitulation that lead to 
women leaders being bracketed and subjected to accusations of favouritism from co-workers 
in relation to promotions or financial bonuses. There was a general pattern indicating that 
women are shy or do not want to talk about sexual capitulating. Participant S2AC briefly 
described her experience with capitulating and moved away from the subject saying: 
S3AC: “I had this one boss who thought he could sleep in your bed.” 
Women usually compromise their principles and values, turning a blind eye on sexual 
capitulating. Participant S4KB was told to ignore the sexual capitulating that she witnessed, 
and she conformed. The participants stated that those who witness capitulation do not raise 
it in ethical committees. Views expressed under capitulating were not consistent and varied 
from mere surrender to sexual capitulating which women leaders were not open about. 
Women leaders’ salaries were one reason for capitulating as they earned less than their male 
counterparts and often found themselves competing on male terms in the workplace. 
Unsurprisingly, their resignations stand out as capitulation. Sources and uses of power in the 
workplace vary from organisation to organisation with mostly men in those positions of power 
and authority, leaving women in secondary positions. This is best demonstrated by Z6JM 
experience as she stated: 
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Z6JM: “Almost on a daily basis I had to stand up against the abuse of female freedom 
fighters by male commanders who were above my military rank. It was a cause I 
dedicated my life towards, a cause for which I almost lost my life.” 
Apart from resignation, some women leaders compromise themselves and resort to sexual 
capitulating despite being educated and qualifying for promotions. These women leaders who 
sexually capitulate have not mastered personal power to build strong mutual-influence 
relationships within their organisations. Unfortunately, this subtle blame on women has 
always existed when they sleep with a male work colleague, ruining their career progression. 
3.3.4.1 Subcategory 1: Sexual Capitulating 
Sexual capitulating discourages women from pursuing leadership aspirations and, in turn, 
reinforces gender gaps at the same time suppresses women’s voices. For women working in 
male-dominated industries, it can be hard to navigate the work culture and to witness sexual 
capitulating. Some sexual relationships may begin or are further developed during business 
trips. Participant S4KB with more than three decades of experience attested to witnessing 
sexual capitulation in the workplace during a business trip.  
S4KB: “Now you can believe one of two things you can both accept it and work your 
way up the hard way which is what I did, or you can capitulate which some did but 
strangely enough those are not the women that really succeeded. They had an easy 
life for a while I think but eventually if you don't have the stubbornness and the will to 
succeed and succeed for the right reasons then it becomes much too easy to just give 
away because you are used to capitulating.” 
S4KB is the only woman leader who freely shared her experiences on sexual capitulating in 
South Africa. Whilst others acknowledged it, they did not want to talk much about it.  
S4KB: “The sad thing for me is also being witness to the other side of women executive 
in business and that is you listen to what the others say and how they account their 
move to the top. I don't even want to give it a name, but I think you can put two and 
two together on how you can get there as well and you know what I have always 
thought that is nonsense. Until I went overseas on a business trip and I was told 
expressively to turn a blind eye on what I see.” 
Participant S4KB had a boss who tried setting her up on dates, but she did not yield to the 
advances. At the age of 70, she is single and never got married because men would walk out 
on her as soon as they discovered she had two PhDs and other qualifications. In her time, 
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men went to the army and did not become as educated as those women their age, who made 
it into tertiary institutions. Two Zimbabwean participants, Z2FS and Z4SS, shared that women 
who capitulate in the workplace are in less senior positions and use their sexual power to rise 
or to control other women around them. Because of their senior positions in organisations, 
women are exposed to closer examination from co-workers and bosses.  
Z2FS: “We might deny it but there are women like that. Prostitution and a promotion 
at work according to me it does not go hand in hand, but people see it as if it is 
interwoven. It is because there will be less women at a certain workplace probably 
there will be one or two female work mates and the rest maybe five or so will be men 
including the boss as well hence loose women will engage themselves in prostitution 
simply because they will be wanting free lunch or a promotion”. 
Participant Z4SS asserted that, in the banking field, unqualified women were promoted to 
senior leadership positions. So, she ended up doing their work whilst they enjoyed the 
positions. 
Z4SS: “Currently, yes but then when I was still in the banking sector, yes, definitely. 
You'd find… I recall somebody who was just an ordinary PA yet in the field she was 
promoted to branch manager just like that. A secretary by then was promoted to a 
branch manager and we had to come in now and assist her to make things happen 
because there was so much chaos in terms of how the books were done, in terms of 
presentation, in terms of reports.” 
Because of deep-rooted cultural beliefs, only women are blamed for sexual capitulation. This 
then feeds into the general perception that most women in senior leadership positions reach 
there through sexual favours, though with no evidence for the claim. 
M1VC: “How you got to that position how did you get to the top there is a lot of talk 
about sleeping your way up to the top and those kinds of things and when people look 
at those women they tend to associate women with those kinds of things and how did 
she really get up there without sleeping around or whatever but I'm just talking 
experience.” 
Women leaders hesitate to go on business trips with male colleagues for fear of being taken 
advantage of as demonstrated by Z2FS. Another participant stated that reasons for 
capitulating included financial relief and vying for promotion. 
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Z2FS: “A man will say when we get to the conference come to my room and because 
I do not realize the importance of my degree, I focus on my looks instead and I get 
promotions that I pay for with a sexual favour even when I have my degree…..You 
know I really did not want to raise that because I figured out people will get the wrong 
perspective but either way, I have my own opinion towards that as a social scientist.” 
Z3LH: “Loose women will engage themselves in prostitution simply because they will 
be wanting free lunch or a promotion.” 
Women are constantly subjected to sexual harassment as men perceive them as “sexual 
beings”. Because companies are male dominated, these leaders abuse their powers by 
offering women positions, not on merit but in return of a favour. This act is discriminatory, but 
women would rather not talk about it for fear of embarrassing themselves, losing their jobs or 
as an act to maintain their integrity. As a result, whenever they are offered positions, they 
become sceptical and ensure that there are no conditions attached. S4KB stated. 
S4KB: “I quickly learnt that if you want to go up the ladder you can do it in one of the 
two ways you can either do it the honest way which I did or you can make use of 
whoever can hook you up the ladder. Now at that stage I was bluntly offered a push 
up the ladder. You had to ask yourself who is taking you up the ladder because you 
don't know what their motive is.” 
“The dean said to me listen I can promote you and I said no thanks I was very stupid 
when you're 24 and you are honest and you look at things, you look at things not to 
gain things! There is a difference in the way you look at things and you don’t make 
friends that way obviously but at least you have got your integrity and you sleep well 
at night.” 
Based on the participants’ narratives, there is an overlap between sexual harassment and 
capitulation. This overlap highlights the difference between the two concepts as sexual 
harassment may lead to capitulation, where unwanted sexual advancements and the 
sexualisation of female colleagues becomes an opportunity for career advancement offers 
for these women. Views expressed under capitulating varied from mere surrender to sexual 
advances to vying for it in exchange for job promotions. Sexual harassment is when a 
condition of sexual favour is imposed upon an employee and refusal to oblige results in 
unfavourable work conditions. 
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3.3.4.2 Subcategory 2: Capitulating (conformity) 
Capitulating (conformity) versus sexual capitulating is when at times women capitulate not 
because of a lack of capabilities, but remuneration becomes a motivating factor. In order to 
conform to what their situations demand they “job hop” in search of money, not necessarily 
top leadership positions. Participant S1IM, who relied on her husband for a comfortable life 
lost everything when he committed suicide.  
S1IM: “After he passed on believe you me, it was the most drastic shift in my life. By 
then my position in the company I was working in was middle management. I wasn’t 
worried. I was married, my husband had a nice l job, beautiful house, changing cars, 
and everything we had a good life. I was more relaxed by then. When this tragedy 
happened, I was like ok!! (sighs) As a food technologist you don’t have much authority 
or leadership requirements, so I decided to look for another job to get a better salary.” 
In all countries under study, South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi, participants stated that 
most women leaders resort to capitulating for conformity within their circumstances and deny 
themselves the chance to reach the CEO levels. A woman leader in government was 
approached to apply for a director position after a male colleague left and she was acting in 
the position. She refused because of her negative work experiences and felt she had reached 
a self-actualisation point. 
S6CV: “Can I say if it was not for this man and his personality issues, I would be higher 
up. I had decided I have enough of you in my lifetime. We didn’t have a director, so I 
had to stand in for a lot of things and when that position became advertised, I 
deliberately said I’m not going to apply I’ve had enough of this man because he broke 
my soul… I had just had enough of humiliation and rejection then I just said no.” 
When women leaders have remained in the same position for long without a promotion, they 
resort to capitulation to seek career growth through horizontal job movements. Additionally, 
after changing jobs several times in the same position, they tend not to see the job movement 
as capitulating, but as seeking more money and growth. By so doing, they rarely reach the 
CEO levels. Participant Z1ZM changed jobs seven times. Horizontal job movements seem to 
be an indication of a more general capitulation among many women leaders. 
Z1ZM: “I have changed (7) jobs. The move was mainly for. (pause)…you find that in 
the NGO sector promotion is not as easy so for your growth you are forced to move to 
the next organisation for career growth.” 
93 of 323 
It is important for women to speak out about capitulating challenges, which indirectly impede 
them from reaching the top. Participant S4KB confirmed that the only way she managed to 
grow was via horizontal movements.  
S4KB: “You always move horizontally with yourself. So, I think for many women there 
is no improvement where they are. If you want to improve your position you must leave 
that company and go somewhere else and that's how I did it.” 
The worst-case scenario is that women leaders allege that they are being set up for failure, 
whereas they themselves surrendered from their roles. 
Z2FS: “So, men would put false allegations against you so that you just get bored and 
quit your job.” 
3.3.5 Category 5: Work Hijacking 
According to various participants, Z1ZM, Z4SS MIVC, S4KB, S1IM, M2GM and others in 
leadership positions, women do not receive credit for their work. Superiors instruct them to 
accomplish the tasks, but do not acknowledge the women during appraisals. Sometimes, 
these women stretch themselves to a burnout point after which the work is stopped and a 
time lapses, until the very same work is presented by somebody else who ultimately receives 
the credit.  
Z1ZM: “My ideas are always hijacked, and I tell myself I am a planter. You hear 
yourself thinking. You can never take away what I know. I know and I know!!! In most 
instances where ideas have been hijacked if they ask for help I will, but I have also 
found self-praise when they bring it back to me. All this is draining.” 
M1VC: “So, you know you would sit and crack whatever and at the end of the day this 
person would take all the credit as if it’s his own ideas and your ideas are not being 
affirmed. Your own ideas are not being seen and at the end of the day you ask yourself 
is it because we are women and they don’t see what is going on.” 
M2GM: “I had these particular supervisors I had a lady supervisor she is from Panama 
South America, she was a tough character a strong character, such that if you didn't 
understand her you would think she is a difficult boss but I saw her differently because 
to me she was a mentor… but the man, my other supervisor was not good he would 
say my work is bad and when I have forgotten he writes the same things I gave him 
on his report for the bosses and say it’s his ideas.” 
94 of 323 
3.3.5.1 Subcategory 1: Job roles and responsibilities 
It is an expectation that upon appointments, organisations define the job roles and 
responsibilities for the appointees. Women in leadership positions are appointed in certain 
positions when the companies do not have a clearly defined role for them. 
S4KB: “I don't know if it’s just for women, but companies get this vision of a position 
that have absolutely nothing to do with the job you are venturing in. I tell you nothing. 
So, in many instances I would go back to the job description and just read and say 
what have I missed because this isn't it? And the moment they figure out that you can 
do more than the job description they take it as a given that they can now use you as 
sort of a toolbox which is fine.” 
Another challenge experienced by the participants’ is goal posts being constantly moved 
making it difficult to ascertain their achievements within their portfolios. 
Z1ZM: “I think they are always shifting goal posts. Shifting goal posts for women… At 
times, you do it because you have a deep-seated fear of losing your job. My ideas are 
always hijacked, and I tell myself I am a planter.” 
This participant worked on a project for two months presented it to her female boss who liked 
it and approved the concept. However, at the time of inception the female boss rejected the 
project saying it needs fine-tuning by a male colleague. What had changed? Like many other 
women leaders, who shared their experiences, women work twice as hard to prove 
themselves in their positions. Their efforts are not appreciated, and credit is attributed to male 
colleagues or to the bosses themselves. 
S5LA: “I have experienced work hijacking particularly in the industry Association. The 
boss that came in with someone who did not understand the food environment, he 
was I think from an IT background or something. I was trying to explain this whole food 
safety body that had been set up that I had set up for the food industry in South Africa. 
He was part of this organisation of which he was now the boss and so I would present 
to him. He refused us as executive managers speaking directly to the board members. 
He would take my work and present to them.” 
Z1ZM: “There’s a concept note we developed to, it was a very good idea, very good 
concept note. I presented to my superior, she loved it. It was a good idea. Everything 
was well. So, on Friday she then said give me that concept again and I presented. She 
then said it’s not good enough. She then mentions I need to give it to a male colleague. 
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Funny enough the male colleague, when I was walking out, had received an email and 
he needed my help in expanding those specific areas. And so, I was thinking "Do I 
help now?" He said he does not understand how he needs to expand on those areas 
because for him it’s fine.” 
Participant S4KB working on a research and development project experienced the same 
issue of having her work given to a male colleague, yet she had worked on the project alone. 
She worked extra hours daily until the early hours of the following day. When she was done, 
her superior gave her work to a male colleague to go and present overseas and she was not 
given an opportunity to travel with him or take credit for her work. 
S4KB: “I researched on a project for my second PhD working for a company that 
eventually requested me to drop my studies. I would do my final script at home at 2 
o’clock in the morning. Then the boss wanted a copy of my thesis. They were checking 
to see if I knew what I was doing. They sent this guy overseas to find this out. He took 
his wife with and had wine and cheese tasting whilst I was suffering at 2 o’clock in the 
morning.” 
Similarly, in social work where there were more women than men, participants would do all 
the work to prepare for a case, but the superiors would then assign the case to a male 
colleague in the same position or in a junior position. This demonstrates that males receive 
more support than females in the workplace. 
M1VC: “So, we all arrived at the same level and be trained in the same way and grow 
in the same way but the weight will be more on the men and that would come in the 
cases that are allocated to you as a woman. The men who would tend to get cases 
that would profile them as somebody who has worked on a case. I still remember in 
this case one of the guys got a case which had do with an x combatant who was very 
vocal involved in the Veterans side. So, whereas when it was initially allocated it went 
to a woman but because it was a high profile it had to shift and go to a man.” 
Work hijacking therefore refers to a situation whereby work initially assigned to an individual 
is completed satisfactorily and then passed on to another individual by superiors to present 
as their own without acknowledging the person who actually performed the work. This is 
destructive because the participants do not have the courage to defend themselves against 
male colleagues and superiors.  
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This contributes to emotional behaviours, which are condemned and used against women 
leaders who are vulnerable. Work hijacking might lead to emotional hijack, resulting in lack 
of normal reasoning. In such cases, the participants need to develop strategies to deal with 
their emotions when they do not get credit for their work and feel emotionally dejected and 
without recourse.  
S5LA: “I felt less important to feel as though you're just a pawn on a chessboard, that 
somebody is pushing around you, feel as though you don't have control any longer of 
what you say, of who you are. It creates almost the sense of distrust as well that you 
no longer have trust in that person because you don't know what that person is going 
to do with your information, because that person does not give you the credit.” 
S2RB: “In my previous job I had a similar situation where I had done a presentation 
where my boss needed to do a presentation for a retailer and he basically took the 
presentation I had done previously. I mean I even had a slide with a woman carrying 
a pile of books with a big key there saying "Key points”, He didn't even have the 
decency to change that and I was at the presentation and I was fuming.” 
Further, when work hijacking occurs, some participants attempt to hide their emotions and 
act masculine or pretend to be whom they are not. 
Z1ZM: “I thus must think from a men’s view otherwise they will say uzalila - she will 
cry.” 
S1IM: “In the morning I feel depressed but because when I get to work you need to be 
professional and not just look crappy, sad or show people that you’re not happy you 
need to put up that smile.” 
Participant S1IM, a food scientist, experienced negative emotional abuse, but decided not to 
quit her job because of the experience and because she was the breadwinner. She would 
suppress her emotions, return home and vent out her emotions. In the participant’s terms, 
this represents immense suffering. 
S1IM: “I remember I used to leave work get home and at night cry, cry, cry. I would 
still pray and ask God to please give me strength to go through this because I didn’t 
want to go.” 
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She then changed jobs and still experienced work hijacking whereby she explains that her 
male superior did not know much about the technical field. She would complete all the work 
and explain it to him and he would present it at the head office. 
S1IM: “I am doing everything for my boss he does not know anything. (Laughs) I think 
that is what frustrates me at my current job. He is like a white man or white man who 
has been given a position when born, and he gets someone to do his job. He just 
delegates without qualifications or experience.” 
Participant S5LA, who is a professor, concluded that: 
“Using the word hijacked has never seen so appropriate… So, with the new boss we 
had to put together presentations for him and we had to sort of school him and if you 
like and he would go in at take all the credit. I was there. I felt much hijacked in that 
setting.” 
In work hijacking the superior will shift work completed by one person to his portfolio or to 
another employee’s portfolio and claim credit under their names for appraisals whereas in 
failure to recognise work, the superior does not appraise the employee despite their 
performance outcome. 
3.3.5.2 Subcategory 2: Organisational Culture  
Leadership occurs within an organisational context, which in turn affects the behaviour and 
circumstances of most women in senior leadership. The participants did not provide a 
description of their organisational cultures but observed the associated effects. They would 
not withstand others claiming credit for their work, when it was due to them or when their 
work was hijacked.  
Work hijacking is a problem that should be addressed because it is perceived to becoming 
part of organisational cultures. In some organisations, women leaders who do not receive 
credit for their work have the room to fight back, but in others, they are scared to lose their 
jobs. This was confirmed by participant S3AC, who works in executive recruitment:  
S3AC: “When women bosses grab subordinates work credit for work done by 
subordinates you also find that if a subordinate is very competent that will fight back 
but if not delivering, they use that as an excuse for non-delivery and say my boss is a 
bitch. But she is not delivering.” 
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Some organisational cultures force women to quit as they neither consider women’s special 
circumstances, nor address issues ethically for women leaders to stay. 
S2AC: “Organisational culture let me rather say politics I find is the most negative 
environment for any human being to work in. So organisational politics is for me the 
most negative impact on anybody's career advancement or career enjoyment. If you 
should confront it, you must have allies that’s going to back you, but you don't go there 
alone.” 
3.3.5.3 Subcategory 3: Emotions 
In the workplace, women leaders always support others, but their hard work remains mostly 
unnoticed. They are prepared to stay late at work and accept heavier workloads for fear of 
losing their jobs. The hijacking of the women leaders’ work comes with pain and the feeling 
of being invisible. This aspect of the women leaders’ emotions is not spoken about and given 
any attention in the workplaces. Various women across the countries under study 
experienced emotional stress ranging from what they described as suffering, regret, 
nostalgia, hope, death and enduring pain. Some participants were widowed and still had to 
focus on their work. Emotions arising from both work and home can derail a woman in senior 
leadership position or lead them to capitulation whereby they surrender in their jobs.  
Z1ZM: “I have learnt to focus on the work on the table. I'm saying we've got emotion, 
we are emotional beings.” 
S4KB: “But all these horrible things, bad experiences about occupations and 
professionals mistreated are not given deserving attention.” 
S2RB: “So, if you spend almost 11 years of your life with a company you have an 
attachment to it. Up until not two months maybe a month ago I couldn’t think of moving 
anywhere else. There are always these little side remarks about my car. So why? Is it 
because I'm an Indian woman that's driving?” 
Women do not freely talk about their emotions at work. Suppressing emotions can lead to 
under performance or delivery. Participant S1IM questioned why women in senior leadership 
positions are mistreated in spite their double hard work.  
S1IM: “Women can stand anything. Women can go to bed with an empty stomach and 
make sure that their children are well off. We do hard labour, face hardship you name 
it, you get screamed at, you do a dirty job just to save your children. I have a question. 
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Why are we still being treated like nothing? The question I always ask myself is are 
we belittling ourselves. We are not confident, or we are allowing or letting men to treat 
us like slaves.” 
As they witness their work being hijacked, women in senior leadership positions ignore their 
feelings and emotions. The ability to manage these emotions is important if women are to be 
effective leaders and progress to top positions within organisations. Z6JM explained how she 
navigated her emotions in leadership position. 
“My wartime experiences were an orientation to leadership from which I learnt to be 
tough when confronted by soft challenges and be cool, calm and, may be soft, when 
the going became really tough. I learnt to be calm in the midst of storms.” 
3.3.6 Category 6: Patriarchy/Matriarchy 
The view of the ideal woman is one who respects and subdues to a man in the home. 
However, this seems to follow women leaders in the workplace. In a patriarchal society, 
women look up to the father, brother, husband or son who is the head of the family, which is 
demonstrated by the way they are treated in the home. Participant S3RB stated that her 
father was the head of the family and most chores would be done by the stay at home mother. 
Participant S2RB stated: 
“...I think my dad only knew maybe how to make a cup of tea and very late in their 
marriage he would toast bread in the morning.” 
Traditionally in SA, the property is passed on from father to son. Legally, this is primogeniture 
meaning males are heirs to inheritance, but this is outlawed by the South African constitution 
according to participant Z4GS, who is a specialist in deceased estates. On the contrary, in a 
matriarchal society, in some parts of Malawi, the mother or the female member heads the 
family and the man moves to the wife home, but still the wife is in subjection to man. M1VC 
stated: 
“I am from the Ngoni tribe we are a matriarchal society. The woman/When I get married 
my husband comes and builds his house in my home. So, we inherit them, and he 
becomes a son in this family.” 
The same matriarchal woman leader who claims to inherit the man, similar to her situation in 
the workplace, was raised knowing she is supposed to be in subjection to men. M1VC 
continued: 
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“My Malawian experience is that women, we are supposed to be in subjection to men. 
That’s the starting point.” 
Therefore, there are women in both systems who voluntarily subject themselves to men. Men 
carry the patriarchal domination into the workplace, which they use to subdue women in 
senior leadership positions. Participant S5LA stated: 
“I had a particularly patriarchal boss. At one stage, he really believed he was better 
than anybody else… With this kind of adoration, he didn't get from the me so there's 
also the other way around and I think that's just as unfair. So, I was not one of his 
favourites because I did not fall down at his feet.” 
Patriarchy in SSA was described as rife in a speech from an extant document. Participant 
Z6JM mentioned that “the African continent remains a highly patriarchal society”. 
3.3.6.1 Subcategory 1: Second Shift 
In spite of their senior leadership positions, these women still take care of the children and 
household responsibilities. Participant Z6JM stated: 
“I rose through the ranks in Government to the position of Vice President of the 
Republic. I also owe a lot to an academic sojourn that I undertook while balancing 
equally important roles as a young wife, a mother, cabinet minister and, at the tail end 
of it, as a Vice President.” 
Men’s involvement in domestic chores is perceived to be minimal enabling them to stay in 
the office or working longer hours than women. This situation disadvantages women leaders 
and perpetuates the subordination of women. To overcome this challenge, women leaders 
are encouraged to outsource helpers to assist in their personal lives so that they focus on 
their careers and economic empowerment. Participant S3AC, a talent search executive, cited 
the failure to organise one’s life as a career stopper. She stated: 
“Women don’t plan their family life right and kids. You will find and I see all the 
successful women have au pairs and drivers. It’s the ones that can’t afford that who 
have problems in their careers. Yesterday I interviewed somebody that has three kids 
and she said she has an au par and driver for the kids.” 
Other participants wonder why they cannot be allowed to work from home as they are good 
at multitasking. The second shift is an obstacle for women’s career progression as the 
conversation for the fair distribution of family responsibilities is met with resistance in society. 
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Despite the resistance, the woman’s reproductive role cannot be substituted. Women 
consider it as a top priority for which they are prepared to delay other life goals. This is 
perceived as personal choice, which also perpetuates their subordination. Whilst women 
leaders are submerged under the weight of their triple roles, men focus their time and 
energies on climbing the leadership ladder. S5LA stated: 
“So, I ended up doing, because of all of this, my PhD much later in life when I had 
small children.” 
3.3.6.2 Subcategory 2: Upbringing 
The invisibility of women in senior leadership positions is caused by the lack of appropriate 
role models both at home and in the workplace. This has an impact on the woman’s 
perception to lead. For women who were raised in a household that prioritised and treated 
the boy child as the only leader, it does not seem likely that these same women will aspire to 
be in positions of leadership. Times have changed and in most societies the girl child is also 
being given preference for exposure to leadership. During upbringing, women develop their 
key leadership abilities by observing people who serve as their models. There are different 
types of role models in the women’s backgrounds. In the African culture, aspirations to 
leadership are discouraged with subtle nudging to give in to male subordination. Participant 
S1IM is well-educated but was brought up believing a man is everything and she has to do 
everything for the man. She stated: 
“You know as a black woman the upbringing is also part of how we behave, how we 
see ourselves in leadership. Um as we grow up you know we get told that men are 
sort of superior to women. When you grow up and you got your parents and you see 
how your mother is being treated or your aunts, or your female character women in 
your family how they get treated and somehow you get to accept that's how you 
supposed to behave or how it supposed to be.” 
This demonstrates that a woman’s views of leadership is formed early in their life and during 
upbringing. Other women leaders recalled being encouraged to study and graduate before 
marriages.  
3.3.6.3 Subcategory 3: Marriages/ Relationships 
Husbands are critical stakeholders for women leadership advancement in sub - Saharan 
Africa. When in marriages where the husband is the main provider, women do not desire 
senior leadership positions and have lower career ambitions. It is perceived that when a 
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woman holds a higher leadership role than a husband there will be marital instability. Z5SC 
stated: 
“Although my husband was coming every month and then disappear, and I would give 
him peanut butter and tell him to sell it for me.” 
Academic and professional success is less favoured in the heterosexual marriage market. 
When a woman is not married but advancing in senior leadership positions, she is subjected 
to societal pressure to get a husband first, because men prefer a woman who is less 
ambitious and can stay under their control. Participant S2RB stated: 
“My mum even told me I should change my job and at that stage I was a trainer a 
specialist in the meat industry general food industry across South Africa and even 
went to Namibia, Swaziland and Malawi. She said I should change my job because I 
would never find anyone to marry me because I travel too much.” 
The women leaders who prioritise their marriages might not volunteer for leadership roles or 
promotions. Marriage is viewed as an obstacle to the ambition of women to be in senior 
leadership positions and single women leaders might possibly avoid actions, which progress 
their careers because of marriage plans. Women make trade-offs between senior leadership 
positions and relationships. Participant M1VC, who is a Malawian, argued that in a woman 
leader’s life there is no middle ground between the two. She stated: 
“I know women who have advanced quite quickly in those positions, they have sort of 
forsaken the family side of things and concentrated on their careers. Which always 
has a spin of oh she has neglected the family. You know when things go bad in the 
family then it is attributed to you again so it is like either way as a woman you can't 
win.” 
Different women leaders make different life choices. Participant S4KB with an impressive 
academic background and experience remained single and without children because she 
would not even get a man to marry her, they all disappeared due to her high qualifications. 
She did not focus on marriage or neglect her career for it. Having made this major sacrifice 
in her life, she strongly believed she eventually faced limitations in the corporate world, with 
no CEO position and resorted to entrepreneurship. She pointed out:  
“But the moment the men found out who I was, I did not even see them leave. I just 
saw the dust. I am not married, and I have never been married……. but I think it still 
that prevalent marriage was important. At that time men qualified later than women so 
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many of them had to go into the work market to earn a living, some could not even 
complete their studies. So, what happened is we had this group of women that were 
extremely well qualified, but they did not want positions that would take them away 
from these men.” 
Marriage can affect a woman’s career choices and ascension to leadership positions. Even 
after the death of her husband, one of the participants, Z4SS, stated that she took over her 
husband’s company when he passed on but despite her educational background, high 
qualifications and experience in corporate organisations she was not confident in the director 
position. Her friend’s husband managed the company for her, but she still limited herself in 
terms of meeting with the team because it is perceived as culturally inappropriate. She 
described it as follows:  
“You know, you find men generally do that, they discuss, let’s give one another 
business ideas but you find that it's different for women to get into that sphere, to get 
into that circle. Especially now because my husband is late… Because, one, you can 
already imagine, somebody is married and now you are seen seated together having 
lunch with somebody whose husband has passed on in a public place, and good 
looking. You know people get uncomfortable. You know, I have even experienced it in 
the family. In my husband's family, that people are uncomfortable with me.” 
3.3.7 Category 7: Education 
Z6JM is the only political leader whose speech was used as an extant document in this 
research. She explained how education enabled her to achieve her work-life balance. Z6JM 
explained: 
“I also owe a lot to an academic sojourn that I undertook while balancing equally 
important roles as a young wife, a mother, cabinet minister and, at the tail end of it, as 
a Vice President.” 
The interviewed women in senior leadership positions, who had great academic 
achievements and highest qualified, were professors with an honour’s degree as the lowest 
qualification. None of these women with academic excellence and decades of experience 
were in CEO positions. Attaining the highest levels of education for these women is aimed at 
improving their earning potential. Although education is cited as a weapon for women 
empowerment, it is still difficult to get job opportunities or promotions and to attain top 
leadership positions. 
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Participants stated that the women’s educational qualifications are despised by men in senior 
leadership positions, who do not want to support the women leaders’ promotion. It is essential 
to have a conversation with men to lobby their support for the successful progression of 
women leadership to the top. There is a strong belief that men are pulling women down 
despite their high academic achievements, judging from the following responses:  
S4KB: “Even though I had a PhD and none of the men in the department I was never 
promoted never ever.” 
Z1ZM: “Academic qualifications are mocked as in one organisation the senior male 
counterparts who didn’t have told me that my papers meant nothing. This was due to 
the friction caused by NGO remuneration open policies that stipulate salary scales 
commensurate with experience.” 
Z3LH: “They are really pulling us down maybe according to men because that is what 
they think and because of that they will not give us a supervisory role for they will be 
saying Love quickly. cry at work and the subordinates will not respect you or will not 
listen or follow instructions.” 
3.3.7.1 Subcategory: Social Dynamics 
There were women leaders in Zimbabwe who confirmed that the girl child was still denied an 
equal chance to education. Denial of education to a girl child has not stopped women from 
educating themselves latter on in their lives. However, those who qualify through adult 
education are motivated by various reasons from escaping hardships, to intrinsic motivation 
and external factors like relationships. Participant Z3LH stated: 
“As I see it our culture was not in favour of educating the girl child.” 
Participant Z2FS explained: 
“They obtained their degrees for the wrong reasons they want to prove to the 
husband’s relatives that the finally went to school and obtained a degree.” 
There are a racial and social dynamics at play in South Africa unlike in Malawi and Zimbabwe. 
Due to internal bias and prejudice, individuals or certain groups might misinterpret redress 
aiming at addressing the structural imbalances, which exist in society to promote equity and 
alleviate systematic barriers affecting disadvantaged groups. Although BEE and EE have 
been established, some women leaders stated that it is frustrating for them to know that BEE 
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accelerates some women leaders’ careers unduly, while they experience limitations such as 
job hopping, until eventually organisation can hire them. S3AC stated: 
“I find often that especially maybe in SA that because of BEE policy sometimes women 
get accelerated in their careers without them bidding down or that they job hop. That’s 
what the women themselves must guard against.” 
Participant S6CV explained: 
“Now within service delivery in local government it's very difficult because I'm talking 
social development. because where we work is really the places where there is the 
poor of the poor and its mainly black people. So, I'm sitting now with a position that I 
need to fill and with EE we are battling now to fill it because now every time we 
advertise. EE wants us to now employ white people because the bulk of our 
departments is black. Black female. So that's why I'm saying for us, for me that is now 
the frustration.” 
The above responses on the leadership situation show that social dynamics negatively affect 
the women leader’s career progression to the top. 
3.3.7.2 Subcategory 2: Self-Direction and Exposure 
Women leaders are allegiant to their traditional beliefs and are mainly focussed on family. 
Participant S3AC stated that in today’s leadership space, recruitment processes consider 
one’s experiences. One of the limitations to women leaders is lack of participation in business 
networks, which negatively affects their careers as they move into executive roles. Participant 
S3AC pointed out: 
“And the other thing today is for women to get involved in social responsibility issues 
or environmental issues, she must not just be seen in the workplace and at home. She 
must add another dimension to her career that will give her exposure. We ask people 
what leadership positions they have in their community and what other interests they 
have outside the workplace. Those that say I work and go home, no.” 
Participant Z6JM stated 
“I happen to have spent about 8 years fighting in the war of liberation in Zimbabwe-
fighting for our land and against racial discrimination. I had to fight to rise through the 
ranks to become a commander and trainer of combatants, mostly men.” 
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Women in leadership are self-directed and motivated to progress based on different 
circumstances like divorce, death, family responsibilities and personal ambition. Unconducive 
work environments motivate women to improve their leadership skills and competencies to 
enable them to seek other jobs or start businesses as entrepreneurs. When participant 
M2GM lost her family support structures and left to look after her old mother and orphaned 
niece, she was more determined to educate herself, sell eggs and sought financial 
independence. She now works for WHO and completing her master’s with an aim of getting 
an executive director post. Participant Z5SC, who got married uneducated, attained her 
degrees after divorce and is now in senior leadership. Participant S1IM who was not 
interested in advancing her career because the engineer husband was well to do is currently 
studying further. Despite all these efforts women remain invisible in senior leadership 
positions. Participant S1IM stated: 
“The way I do things now because I had a couple of experiences that changed that 
concept, that attitude on women, how do you see or portray yourself. I would say my 
first experience that taught me or opened my eyes it was when my husband passed 
on…Ok.” 
Participant M2GM explained: 
“My mother was not working so I had to sell some eggs just to make a living and look 
after this little girl… I managed to get the credits to do the entrance exams.” 
3.3.7.3 Subcategory 3: Career Boundaries 
Women leaders reach their self-actualisation and impose career boundaries on themselves, 
which affect their attainment to top leadership positions. Participant M1VC stated 
“I do not even aspire to be at CEO level. Personally, I actually don't want to be a CEO. 
I have been offered a position which I don't want.” 
Self-imposed career boundaries are also seen when women reach an age when their children 
are independent and out of the home. Most women start focusing on grand parenting and 
give more attention to this role than career progression. A woman leader, who declined to 
apply for a director position when approached was counting down her years to reach 
retirement. At this age, securing pension for later in life becomes important.  
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S6CV: “You know I’m 62 next month and you know I’ve got three years left, and you 
get also in a time in your life that… I’ve got now grandchildren and if you are in this 
executive position again your life is not your life.” 
These self-imposed career boundaries are perpetuated by societal expectations. 
3.3.8 Category 8: Race and Language  
Race is one of the social constructs, which was mentioned by the participants about their 
personal experiences. This concept seemingly leads to the discrimination of members of 
specific social groups. Participants in South Africa expressed their feelings or pains about 
racism unlike those in Zimbabwe and Malawi. It was perceived that some races were more 
privileged over others. This was a point of conflict as other participants pointed out that the 
notion of race is not well understood. One participant’s, S1IM, perception was that she is 
black and underprivileged:  
“He is like a white man or white man who has been given a position when born, and 
he gets someone to do his job… I am the only black amongst this team.” 
Participant S5LA who has attained a professor position indicated that when it comes to the 
issue of racism, colour is not the factor that makes someone racist. She is white and felt 
equally underprivileged like any other woman. Participant S5LA stated: 
“People tend to see this as a black/white thing. I am flummoxed.” 
Everyone cannot conform to one racial group. Each woman leader is likely to maintain her 
individuality, but emotional intelligence is critical for success. Participant S2AC elaborated on 
racial diversity and insisted that in leadership, people who focused on race were weak 
leaders. Participant S3AC stated: 
“I think another emotionally intelligent thing is to respect racial diversity or maybe 
cultural diversity.” 
Participants with similar experiences assigned different meanings to race during the open-
ended interviews. The same initial code of language had both positive and negative 
connotations in the two experiences cited below. One participant, S1IM, characterised race 
as an issue:  
“The executives in South Africa are general manager is white, ops director is white, ok 
the finance lady she's white, the salesperson is white male, maintenance manager is 
white male. I am the only black amongst this team. When we sit in meetings, they all 
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speak Afrikaans. They have a tendency of speaking Afrikaans in the middle of a 
conversation, I have a way of dealing with it. I hear Afrikaans a bit. I will keep quiet 
until they ask me what I think, and I will say about what? Not trying to be rude but just 
to get the message through to them. I think they are very rude.” 
However, language competence was associated, by a Zimbabwean participant, Z1ZM, with 
a high probability of securing leadership position. She stated: 
“and then how I even got the job due to the option that I'm from Bulawayo so the option 
I'm told when I was already in the position that they wanted someone who could speak 
Ndebele.” 
Therefore, the notion is that interpretive horizon speaks to the concept of positionality, and 
how this aids in informing one’s understanding and interpretation of events and identities. 
Moya (2011) confirms that horizon is a standpoint from which one interprets the world and 
that the space provided by this position may always be present yet flexible as one shifts 
between different time spaces. Participant S1IM could have embraced learning Afrikaans as 
an additional language but from her position at the time it was a rude gesture. Interestingly, 
Gray (2018) asserts that participants construct meaning on the same issue in different ways, 
in this case on the same issue of language This research argues that their interpretive 
horizons were different and depended on where each one of them was standing in the world. 
Their interpretation of the world was limited by this position. One participant, S1IM, expressed 
her view as follows: 
“You know as a black woman the upbringing is also part of how we behave, how we 
see ourselves in leadership.” 
In contrast, another participant, S3AC, firmly believed anyone who identified themselves by 
race was weak and stated: 
“I think women who use race are…. (pause) it is the wicked people who use the race 
card, I have never seen a strong black woman, white woman, Indian woman or 
whatever colour they are use the race card. The ones that use the race card are the 
ones with a chip on their shoulder and emotional intelligence is weak.” 
In South Africa, some black women feel historically disadvantaged and continue to negotiate 
their way up. Race negatively affects women leaders’ attitudes and their feeling about issues. 
Some of the participants pointed out that some women leaders feel superior to others 
consciously or subconsciously because of their race, which further complicates the notion of 
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subordination in the workplace. Participant S1IM started feeling comfortable working with 
other races post-apartheid: 
“Due to apartheid in everything you sort of scared not of white men but white nation. 
But You had that distance you are sort of scared to be close or you're scared to say 
something the way I do things now because I had a couple of experiences that 
changed that concept, that attitude on women, how do you see or portray yourself.” 
This can have an impact on how these participants approach their roles and others in the 
workplace. The issue of race began with colonisation and race in South Africa is a complex 
issue due to apartheid. Although race is seen from the perspective of skin colour, its meaning 
seems to extend beyond that. Participant S5LA stated: 
“I mean most people don't know what I did at university and my thing is how I fought 
against apartheid. They don't know how I voted against apartheid since I turned 18, 
they don't know. My parents were immigrants into South Africa. My father was bundled 
in John Foster Square and handcuffed because he served black men in his restaurant. 
Italian people came into South Africa to open restaurants mainly to serve food.” 
The landscape in Zimbabwe and Malawi is different with only minor problems of belonging 
for some of the races in senior leadership positions. Participant S5LA stated 
“I travel to a lot of countries in Africa. I have been too I think 26 countries and I find the 
rest of the African continent extremely open hearted and welcoming and I never ever 
feel that there's a colour difference between me and them. The moment I set foot back 
in South Africa I get that feeling of I don't want to talk to you, I dislike you because 
you're white. Simply because you're white and I think that is terribly sad.” 
3.3.9 Category 9: Support Structures  
The participants expressed their desire to be treated fairly and supported in senior leadership 
positions. In trying to deal with the suffering in senior leadership positions women clearly 
gained support away from the workplace mostly from their parents or families. This makes 
women leadership more complex due to their triple roles: home, society and work. Often, 
society takes these triple roles into consideration, but then sabotages the leadership of 
women by prioritising discharging family responsibilities and managing the home. 
A participant, M1VC, expressed concern over how society treats, views and lacks support for 
women in senior leadership positions: 
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“I guess as society I think we tend to be very harsh on women in senior leadership, 
But I also tend to think there is a distortion with the way society sees things because 
some men view those women, as well some people as not there in leadership on 
merit.” 
Women work twice as hard as men to gain respect and recognition in their leadership roles 
because of the masculine model of leadership across different employment sectors. Feminine 
traits are associated with weaknesses. Women voluntarily deprive themselves of business 
networking and other interactions or associations, which assist in career progression for fear 
of societal reprimand. A participant, S1IM, in South Africa with over ten years’ experience in 
leadership roles believed organisations were not supporting women on their leadership 
journeys. 
“I don’t believe our organisations in South Africa looking at the ones I have worked 
for are structured and function in a way that will support women career growth.” 
3.3.9.1 Subcategory 1: Legal Frameworks  
Some of the legal frameworks are perceived to be facilitating a sense of entitlement to some 
women leaders, who are appointed in South Africa under BEE. On a broad scale, in all three 
countries women leaders do not benefit from the existing women empowerment initiatives. 
Their voices are not documented or heard. These inconsistencies should be re-examined in 
order to add value to the leadership of women in top positions. Participant Z3LH contended 
that men hold onto leadership and are not willing to pass it on to women colleagues, who 
then remain under their control. The current legal frameworks do not grant women the 
benefits associated with senior leadership positions. Participant Z3LH stated: 
“Both the boss and female colleagues are in it for money and want more so there is 
competition already. Groups such as women empowerment and gender equality are 
neither here nor there, according to my view there is nothing like that because those 
who are supposed to be giving us the better positions are not willing to give us the 
positions. Those who are supposed to be giving us the stick are the same people who 
have been holding on to the stick for ages.” 
Participant S5LA indicated that: 
“Legislation can create a false sense of protection but that's about it. It’s about how 
you make that legislation work. BEE is like any legislation, it's either you enforce it, or 
you don't.” 
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Participant S6CV expressed her frustrations with EE in South Africa: 
“The race for me is more important than the gender. I need to send that person into 
Diepsloot, the one position and the other one in Soweto and that person must be free 
to talk, to work, to listen and to develop. So that is my frustration with EE.” 
The current legal policy framework is perceived to disregard voices and actual experiences 
of women. Hence, it provides solutions that do not directly speak to the experiences of women 
and cannot actually solve anything. For policy to work, it should be derived from the women’s 
de facto positions and directed beyond the apparent problems. It is imperative to make 
women more effective and appreciated to stay in senior leadership positions in SSA. 
3.3.9.2 Subcategory 2: Family 
Family support was cited as a vital part of leadership by most participants. Participant S4KB 
stated: 
“I thank my parents for that. I was brought up in a family that taught me that men and 
women are equal. I have two brothers and there was absolutely no difference between 
us. My parents said I should have as much education as I wanted.” 
Participant S5LA explained: 
“I had a good support system. My parents always pushed me in a nice way. They 
always did for me what they could. From an early age they said to me you're going to 
go places because you've got the brains and you've got the character for it. So that 
helped me honestly to get me to cushion myself, to get to where I got my life today.” 
In Zimbabwe, participants Z2FS believed that families preferred marrying a girl child over 
educating her first. The boy child gets preferential treatment in Zimbabwe. The participant 
stated: 
“... due to the cultural misconceptions that stated female children were not supposed 
to go to school… because you see a child who is 18years old going out of the house 
anytime unlike us the only time you can move out of the house is when you are at 16 
and you will not be moving out to go and stay alone but going to get married to a rich 
man or a man from the white garment churches or you will be working to earn a living 
or you will not been going to school for you would have been impregnated.” 
In the patrilineal societies, a woman moves into her husband's home whereas on the contrary, 
in matriarchal society the Malawian husbands move into the wife’s home. The participants 
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appreciated their families because they trusted them with their personal development and 
protection. Notably they turned to their families for financial and emotional support. The 
participants did not perceive family presence as hindering their inclusion in the workplace 
leadership but extended family relationships like in-laws derailed the women’s quest for 
senior leadership positions.  
In relation to family relationships, participants described how they connected or interacted 
with people in their families. Loving and caring relationships among family members were 
described and contributed to the participants’ career successes. Participants felt more 
supported by their families than by institutional environments. Participants were stimulated 
by bonds of understanding, consideration, comprehension, and caring among family 
members. This played an important role in promoting their desire to do the best in their 
careers. All participants without exception spoke about their families. When talking about the 
reasons for attending university, one participant, S3AC, recalled her grandfather’s influence: 
“From a societal point of view, first in the day that I went to university women could 
become teacher’s nurses bank clerks those kinds of things. I from a very young age 
strangely enough my grandfather said that you will go to university. He loved Maths 
and he instilled that love of Maths in me. There must be early in any woman's career 
somebody that shapes a woman beyond her limits even as a young girl.” 
Participants felt that the resilience and self-awareness they exercised in senior leadership 
positions was derived from their families’ upbringing and education. It can be seen that 
families concern themselves with the progress of women into their next relationships and 
careers. This corroborates with Proverbs 22:6, which states “Teach a child the way he should 
go and when he is old, he will not depart from it”. Participant M1VC, who is a Malawian, 
explained how her family relationships influenced her choice of a husband and her position 
as a woman in the workplace: 
“Growing up my father used to say I should never get married to a Shona because the 
Shona’s they own you. You become their thing. You go kumusha and whatever. The 
Ndebeles on the other hand they were better but still he had issues with them in terms 
of the way they treat women. Malawian men are generally soft so there is always that 
element of them being subdued in a way. but when it comes to the workplace, they 
are still the men and you must know your place as a woman.” 
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According to a participant Z3LH, in the legal field she observed the trend of girls being 
disadvantaged: 
Z3LH: “So, if the society was at one point against girls becoming learned how about 
obtaining a leadership position? As I see it our culture was not in favour of educating 
the girl child. It is a very big concern and that is how I observed. I have my first degree 
and master’s degree. My parents were enlightened my mother was a nurse and my 
father was a soldier by then.” 
Although participants are deeply rooted in their families, little was said about the husbands’ 
influence on the women leaders’ career trajectories to senior leadership positions. Participant 
S2AC generalised by mentioning the husbands’ jealousy when their wives are on business 
trips. Participant S3AC stated: 
“The problem is jealous husbands; women have jealousy husbands. They keep 
women back. Jealous husbands can become a barrier to a woman's success. They 
think they can go and smooch around and she is just at home all the time they can 
even go away for a weekend to Dubai and not even tell their wife but she's also another 
executive and she has planned for a meeting on a Saturday and there is the husband 
sitting somewhere in Dubai. The husbands therefore interrupt somebody's personal 
life.” 
3.3.9.3 Subcategory 3: Religious Practices/beliefs 
Emotional support was perceived to come mostly from religion and other personal beliefs 
However, the participants made references to beliefs that invoke subordination therefore 
holding them back. It was obvious that even though women in senior leadership positions are 
highly educated, they still operate as social beings subscribing to their different belief 
systems. In spite of the numerous calls for women empowerment the individual dynamics 
narrated by participants inextricably linked to culture, religion, upbringing, marriage and other 
factors that should be confronted simultaneously. Participant Z1ZM explained: 
“The biblical principle that a man is the head shows its ugly head in more ways than 
one. I went to a new church with my husband whereby the tradition was the wife hands 
over the microphone to the husband for him to introduce himself first. Then the woman 
follows. We decided to do it the opposite way and the elders of the church explain to 
us that God created man and then woman. I respect that order.” 
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Notably family relationships are crucial in the way women perceive themselves and their 
willingness to rise the career ladder. Another participant S1IM stated: 
“During our marriage, it was you know you again upbringing when you grow up you 
tend to sort of rely on your husband you know that men are the sole provider. you 
depend on them you don't look at yourself as a person that can-do things for yourself.” 
3.3.10 Category: Entrepreneurship 
Participants recalibrate their ambitions when faced with lack of career growth. The women in 
senior leadership positions face several challenges. Their desire to succeed is evident as 
they move from one job to another in search for greener pastures. Because of the glass 
ceiling in formal employment, most women leaders turn to entrepreneurship. One participant, 
S3AC, was successful in starting her own business and never looked back to the corporate 
world. She stated: 
“I am running my own business today because of support from one of my male 
mentors.” 
Finding mentors is difficult for women in senior leadership positions and the success rates 
for those who quit the corporate world to entrepreneurship have not been encouraging to 
those who would like to follow. Other senior women leaders would rather prefer 
entrepreneurship to the corporate world. Some of the participants consider entrepreneurship 
as an escape route from subordination, the ineffective legal frameworks, the hardships of 
toxic work environments and corporate worlds. Participant S3AC stated: 
“We tend to sit and mourn, go and do your own thing. Become an entrepreneur.” 
Participant S4KB added: 
“Women will not be going anywhere. It will look nice on paper. Talk is cheap and 
unfortunately if you look at the reality it's not the people that are the problem it is the 
whole setup, So I think if we want women in business, they have to create their own 
businesses.” 
Participant M1VC explained: 
“It is a very lonely life up there, from experience from what I have seen and it is not 
something that is for me I forsake the price the money that comes with it for the 
contentment, the time I have with my children the time I have with myself and to do 
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the things that I really enjoy that is more important to me than to be up there in senior 
leadership positions.” 
The participants’ frustrations are caused by gender disparities, which continue in the 
workplace and a corresponding low availability of job opportunities. Participant S5LA stated: 
“But I think there's a huge misconception. So, women are not even given the 
opportunity to come into an interview for that matter.” 
Participant Z3LH argued: 
“Groups such as women empowerment and gender equality are neither here nor there, 
according to my view there is nothing like that because those who are supposed to be 
giving us the better positions are not willing to give us the positions. Those who are 
supposed to be giving us the stick are the same people who have been holding on to 
the stick for ages.” 
Another participant, M2GM explained: 
“I think I got the promotion because I was the only potential candidate.” 
Participants thought of the gender wage gap as a compounding factor to their attrition in 
senior leadership positions. However, one recruitment executive experience shows that at 
CEO/ executive levels salaries are the same. However, a small percentage of women leaders 
reach levels where salaries are the same. Participant S3AC stated: 
“At executive level where I recruit salaries are on par but maybe at lower level there 
are salary discrepancies. If you compete for a job at executive level remuneration is 
equal. If I recruit a CEO with a package range, it is same for men and women.” 
Women in senior leadership positions are invisible along the career trajectories because it is 
a still a male dominated environment. Most participants attested to this position. Participant 
S5LA heading a food safety body related that in her experience males are dominant in senior 
positions. Participant S5LA stated: 
“I think generally speaking it is still very difficult for women to get into leadership 
positions because it is still very much a male-controlled environment.” 
Most participants prefer taking the risk of abandoning from structured salaries and benefits 
to entrepreneurship as demonstrated by the voice of a woman leader in the legal field. 
Participant Z2FS stated: 
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“From here I intend to go to law school and start my own law firm I may start up working 
for others, but I will end up having my law firm I will be a director compared with here 
were I am being referred to as assistant master.” 
Women leaders move from leadership to entrepreneurship without any planning. This 
happens when they speak out and lose their jobs after which they seek other avenues to earn 
a living. A participant Z1ZM witnessed a colleague disappearing from work without any 
explanations because she had been expelled from the system:  
“One woman I once worked with had her contract terminated for unclear reasons, I 
think it was linked to her fighting for peoples’ rights because she was too vocal.” 
In all countries under study, it is necessary to stimulate entrepreneurship and economic 
growth to empower women leaders economically. Although nearly all participants’ long-term 
goal is to be entrepreneurs, there is a lack of funding and suitable mentors to assist women 
leaders in SSA. Moreover, one of the participants asserted that woman lack one of the 
ingredients of success in leadership, confidence. S1IM, a South African interviewee stated: 
“In my experience, I will say my sort of barrier is even though I feel stronger and grown 
I am still not confident enough. Hence, I want to get more exposure and that's why I'm 
saying I'm excited to go through this leadership program Something that's going to 
make me better. It's mainly about getting more exposure too. There's nothing that's 
keeping me from helping other women, but I still don't feel confident enough to stand 
up.” 
3.4 Chapter Summary 
This study sought to uncover what factors contribute to subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions. Participants shared their insights and personal experiences in their 
respective organisational sectors. The shared insights reflected the participants’ personal 
experiences in senior leadership positions providing rich data, which highlighted the 
subordination process and the associated supporting structures.  
In this chapter, the main RO has been attained namely to explore factors that are contributing 
to the subordination of women in senior leadership positions in sub-Saharan Africa. The 
purpose of this chapter was to present the findings obtained from thirteen interviews with 
women in leadership positions in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi. Findings showed that 
the participants experienced subordination in leadership positions as a result of both external 
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and internal factors. Cultural and religious beliefs influenced their behaviour in leadership 
positions. The next chapter reviews literature based on the categories in the findings. 
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CHAPTER 4: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Research is to see what everybody else has seen, and to think what nobody else has thought. 
Albert Szent 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the key constructs and empirical findings that are related to and 
motivate the accounts of women in senior leadership’s positions in sub - Saharan Africa who 
were interviewed. The literature review was confined to the disciplines most relevant to 
answering the research question, including industrial psychology, sociology, politics, people 
management, labour relations and human resources and leadership. Sub - Saharan African 
and international scholars have addressed the phenomenon of female subordination and 
articles and books in these fields were utilised.  
Traditionally, Grounded Theory (GT) dictates that there is no need to review the literature for 
fear of contamination (Glaser, 1992, p.31). There is a debate regarding when the literature 
review in GT should be conducted. According to the various styles of GT, two differing views 
are presented one being that the literature review is delayed until after the data analysis is 
completed (Giles, King & de Lacey, 2013). The second is that the initial literature review 
conducted is followed by an in-depth literature review after categories have emerged in data 
analysis (Charmaz, 2014, 2020; Giles et al., 2013). 
Regarding classical GT, Glaser and Strauss (1967) advise delaying the review of literature 
because reviewing literature before analysis interferes with emerging categories and should 
be postponed until codes and categories are established after data analysis (El Hussein, 
Kennedy & Oliver, 2017). Thereafter, Glaser (1978, 1998, 2001) maintains that to avoid 
contamination of data, the literature review should be delayed because theory must be 
grounded in data. However, El Hussein et al. (2017) quote Glaser (1978, p.57), arguing 
against “naïve inductivism”, suggest that researchers incorporate theoretical sensitivity and 
use established coding families.  
Strauss and Corbin (1998) support that it is unnecessary to review all of the literature prior to 
the start of the study because it can hinder flexibility and creativity, when it occurs between 
the researcher and their data. Therefore, these scholars advise on delaying the literature 
review, until concepts inductively emerge from the collected data, these will in turn guide 
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literatures to be discussed (Glaser, 1978, 1998, 2001; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998). 
The argument in Constructivist GT is that the preliminary literature review is conducted to 
assess gaps and not commence the study as a tabular rasa (Charmaz, 2006). However, 
Charmaz’s position is delaying the use of extant literature in order to articulate ideas as they 
emerge, suggesting that 'concepts need to earn their way into the researcher’s narrative’ 
(Charmaz, 2006, p.126). 
Byrant and Charmaz (2007) suggest using literature review to provide a framework at the 
beginning of research and orientation to the research. Charmaz (2014) posits that in 
grounded theory preconceptions on the research problem should be limited. She advised 
against an in-depth review prior to data collection, as this theory may have an influence on 
the researcher and force the data into pre-existing categories. Charmaz’s constructivist view 
therefore suggests an initial literature to situate the researcher into the study, which is then 
“allowed to lie fallow” until data analysis and the development of categories begins (Charmaz, 
2014, p.166).  
In this study, the stages of reviewing literature were influenced by the background and 
knowledge of the researcher in the area of interest. This is supported by Charmaz’s view that 
we bring experiences into the study, this preconceived knowledge and ideas must not sway 
the inductive emergence of categories (Charmaz, 2014). Considering Charmaz’s 
recommendations, the researcher conducted preliminary literature review to gain innovative 
insights and enhance theoretical sensitivity and rigor (Charmaz, 2014). Literature review was 
expanded after data collection and analysis to strengthen the research argument and 
credibility (Charmaz, 2014, p.166). 
4.2 Subordination of Women in Senior Leadership Positions 
Researchers have proposed and demonstrated that subordination is a situation in which there 
is a relationship of power and men still dominate women (Smith, Parrott, Swartout & Tharp, 
2015). In an employment relationship, subordination implies the domination of women in 
leadership, power relations and authority of those at the top, whereby those subordinates are 
at the bottom (Davidov, 2017; Fiske, 2018). The power dynamics between people result in 
them behaving in concert within a group with which they identify because this can have an 
impact on the success or effectiveness of a leader within an organisation (Gregory, 2017). 
Some scholars posit that subordination is forced upon women and describe it as taking place 
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within a social context with women staying under men’s control (Coquery - Vidrovitch, 2018). 
Therefore, to verify whether the subordination of women in senior leadership positions is a 
forced concept, exploring the concept through women leaders’ experiences of the workplace 
was key as suggested by previous scholars (Bhorat & Goga, 2013).  
Women in senior management were considered as leaders because leadership and 
management are interrelated and complementary and both are essential for organisational 
success (Jarad, 2012; Long, 2017). Women leaders do a great deal of management daily 
because management activities include providing order in a consistent manner ensuring 
change and movement in the role (Northouse, 2015). Debate on whether management and 
leadership are similar remains a key issue and continues to evolve and in Long’s (2017) view, 
the two concepts are considered closely related and complementary. 
The work of Simmel (1908) as translated recently confirms that subordination represents a 
hierarchical structure that exists in society throughout history and in politics and social justice 
(Bianco, 2014). Different scholars have defined subordination at different levels including, 
individual subordination termed the micro level, group subordination, the macro level, society 
and cultural subordination (Bianco, 2014). These forms of subordination are discussed below.  
In addition to these subordination levels, there exists debate on dual subordination identities, 
whereby a black woman, for example, is evaluated based on gender and race, more 
negatively in leadership than women of other races or a man of her race in conditions the 
organisation fails to deal with the issue (Rosette & Livingston, 2012). Dual subordination is a 
factor contributing to the invisibility of black women in leadership (Livingston, Rosette & 
Washington, 2012). According to Moya (2011), identity is complex and not reducible to single 
social categories such as being black, white, poor or rich and that these categories cannot 
be used in isolation to explain one’s identity. Moya (2011) further explains that knowledge is 
limited and influenced by one’s standpoint, from which they are looking at. 
Furthermore, the auto discrimination of women leaders prevents their progression through 
career hierarchies due to two types of biases; firstly, the belief that women cannot lead and 
secondly gender stereotypes (Rosette, Koval, Ma & Livingston, 2016). The social identity 
theory influences how people view themselves within a group (Hogg, 2016). According to 
social identity theory, people’s social identity, which varies in strength and content is derived 
from the groups to which they belong; for example, a “woman” (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2019). 
Identity guides the way in which experiences are interpreted and extend beyond labels and 
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social stratification (Moya, 2011, p.80). They have social significance, are context bound and 
refer to the real world (Moya, 2011, p.80). Identity of women leaders comes from 
characteristics attributed to them by other people and from the way they view themselves in 
relation their environment and society (Moolman, 2013). Therefore, in defining and analysing 
subordination, the origin of the leaders, their experiences, personalities and their divergent 
reactions were important considerations (Coquery - Vidrovitch, 2018).  
Although women have made significant inroads into leadership, they do not promote 
themselves as much as men do thereby remaining male dominated and only succeed to 
senior leadership positions where culture and context allows (Klenke, 2017). Other obstacles 
women face to become leaders include subordination due to complex social, religious, 
cultural and organisational barriers and biased perceptions of effective leadership (Chengadu 
& Scheepers, 2017; Wood, 2019).  
Bianco (2014) analyses Georg Simmel’s work on theory of domination and where he 
contends that society is divided between a top and bottom; and subordination is a relationship 
in associated living, based on a hierarchical structure. Women are constructed as ineligible 
or unsuitable for leadership and are to be subordinate (Bell & Sinclair, 2016; Ibarra & 
Petriglieri, 2016). This corroborates Kennedy, Pierson and Thomson (2016) assertion that 
gender is the most basic divide in society based on the identification of an individual at birth, 
which forms the social basis of subordination of women.  
In theology, subordination is construed as the order of creation whereby the role of men and 
women are distinct (Chireshe & Chimoyi, 2019). This perpetuates the subordination of 
women, who remain inferior to men with less power or authority (Sachs, 2018). Chireshe 
(2012) cites a teaching that a woman should be subordinate to a man, using the book of 
Genesis, Chapter 2, which states that man was created first, and other biblical verses which 
state that women should not speak in church, must follow in silence, and be submissive. The 
bible further teaches that women should not have authority over men.  
The subordination of women in senior leadership positions means that women have a lower 
status, limited resources, little decision-making powers and are dominated in most societies 
(Sultana, 2012). Women are discriminated on salaries, receiving less than men, their 
leadership appraisals are poorer, and their likelihood of getting promoted are less than that 
of their male counterparts (Okimoto & Brescoll, 2010). Thus, the subordination of women 
refers to their lower rank with respect to men and according to this research extends to the 
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denigration of women by other women - the Queen Bees. Discrimination, helplessness and 
lack of confidence derail women in leadership (Kalra & Bhugra, 2013).  
Cook and Glass (2014) discusses the existence of invisible barriers contributing to the 
subordination of women as they rise to the top leadership positions. Some scholars grouped 
these barriers or challenges into individual, interpersonal, organisational and societal factors 
(Peus, Braun & Knipfer, 2015, p.56). Women leaders might face challenges at the beginning 
of their career due to organisational policies, which do not support their career progression, 
a barrier referred to as sticky floors and other barriers are described as glass ceilings, glass 
escalators and maternal walls (Carli & Eagly, 2016)  
4.2.1 Sticky Floors 
Sticky floors describe a situation whereby women fail to move forward after their first entrance 
into the career world and find it difficult to move forward into leadership or middle positions, 
as if their feet are stuck and sticky and end up withdrawing from careers (Suharnomo, 2019). 
Sticky floors refer to women having less chances than men to start climbing the job ladder 
because they get fewer interview invitations than men, which impedes their career 
advancement (Baert, De Pauw & Deschacht, 2016).  
The sticky floor theory provides insight into gender differences in employment practices and 
some authors found that female candidates are less likely to be hired (Moss - Racusin, 
Dovidio, Brescoll, Graham & Handelsman, 2012). Due to sticky floors, managerial 
appointments fail to notice women’s qualifications resulting in low numbers of women in top 
positions (Johnson, Long & Faught, 2014). The few women who reach senior management 
roles are overlooked in relation to promotion and opt out (Hoobler et al., 2014).  
Apart from organisational practices, Moratti (2018) cites Rebecca Shambaugh (2008) author 
of “It’s not a Glass Ceiling, It’s a Sticky Floor”, suggesting that women hold themselves back. 
Challenges with work/ life balance, perfectionism, waiting for recognition or appraisals for 
work done, failure to speak up at the right time, not having mentors and support systems, 
and not raising concerns regarding what one requires in a position are cited as some factors 
contributing to sticky floors (Suharnomo, 2019). Women adopt sticky issues and beliefs over 
time, which hold them back, e.g., gender biases passed down from family backgrounds, 
theology taught in churches, women questioning themselves resulting in low self-esteem and 
lack of confidence (Mwale & Dodo, 2017; Suharnomo, 2019). 
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In SSA, some forms of girl child upbringing lead to female domination starting much earlier 
in life when women get teaching, which can undermine their inclination to lead (Eisler & Fry, 
2019). This results in voluntary subordination, lack of confidence and connections (Hay, 
2020). Interestingly Chigwata (2016) contends in SSA, societal beliefs and practices taught 
at early ages are based on one’s gender, with emphasis on male superiority.  
Women are expected to be wives, mothers and stay-at-home women, these roles cause 
conflict within female leaders as their children stay behind when at work (Howe - Walsh & 
Turnbull, 2016). Some women leaders have identified strategies to cope with work-life 
balance, which include outsourcing household tasks, getting support from extended family 
members and redefining themselves without being tied down by societal expectations 
(Cheung & Halpern, 2010). There is a strong belief that women are more emotional than men 
and this gender stereotype presents a challenge to women's ability to ascend to top 
leadership roles making them subordinate and invisible at the top (Brescoll, 2016). 
4.2.2 Glass and Concrete Ceilings 
"Glass ceiling" is a term that was coined by Hymowitz and Schelhardt in 1986, who described 
it as the unseen barriers faced by women, preventing them from rising beyond a certain level 
in leadership hierarchy (Sabharwal, 2015). According to Grover (2015), the glass ceiling 
phenomena is caused by attitude or organisational biases resulting in women failing to reach 
the top. This phenomena holds women back from attaining top leadership positions by virtue 
of gender and being women “and not because they do not have the capacity to manage jobs 
at higher levels" (Klenke, 2017).  
According to Department of labour (2018), women constitute only 32.3% of senior 
management and only 21.6% of top management positions, while only 8.1% of these 
positions are occupied by black women. It elaborates that in the private sector black women 
only make up 5.4% of senior management positions (versus white women at 19.4%) and 
3.3% of top management positions (versus white women at 13.3%). Although these numbers 
present evidence that it is possible to break the glass ceiling, the low numbers of females in 
leadership on the contrary signify that the glass ceiling, hinders the advancement of women 
along the leadership hierarchies, compounded by culture, gender expectations and other 
roles expected of women (Bombuwela & Alwis, 2013). 
Wyatt and Silvester (2015) described a more difficult barrier for women of colour, after the 
glass ceiling, called a concrete ceiling consisting of thick layers of men at the top in 
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organisations. Being neither white nor male, women of colour experience challenges 
associated with race and gender and become invisible in senior leadership positions (Rosette 
& Livingston, 2012). If women do get into senior leadership positions, it is argued that they 
experience tokenism in order to give the appearance of sexual or racial equality within the 
workforce (Glass & Cook, 2016). In SSA at the policy and legislative levels, considerable 
progress has been made, but much more requires to be realised to empower women in their 
careers (Moyo & Dhliwayo, 2019). 
Second generation bias, a phenomenon wherein employed women are treated unfairly 
compared to men in ways that are subtle and hard to detect has come to the fore and is 
related to the hindrance to the access or acceptation of women as leaders at the top of 
organisations (Grover, 2015). A study in the UK to evaluating second-generation gender bias 
was conducted in the construction industry. Twelve women with at least five years’ 
experience in the roles were interviewed. The conclusion was second generation bias 
affected women’s career progression and development which impacts the gender leadership 
gap (Opoku & Williams, 2019). 
In their white paper, Santana and Pappa (2015, p.2) highlighted second generation barriers 
faced by women in leadership as: 
• Desired and acceptable leadership characteristics are associated with male qualities. 
• Good examples of women leaders are scarce models in high leadership positions. 
• Career trajectories and work are often described in terms of gender. 
• Women are appraised on high standards yet receive lower remunerations. 
• Women are not supported by any network groups. 
• Women face a dilemma of being either competent or liked. 
• Work-home responsibilities are a heavy burden for women. 
• Women may be apprehensive about self-advocacy and promotion. 
In order to address second generation bias which cannot be resolved by legal frameworks 
women in leadership positions have to act as the agents of change by recognising hidden or 
stereotypical gender bias in the workplace and oppose it (Grover, 2015). They should think 
and act like a leader, establish identity as a leader, promote other women as would be 
leaders, look for 360-degree feedback and create synergy (Ibid). 
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4.2.3 Glass Cliffs  
Reingold and Vongas (2019) define glass cliffs as the situation in which women get offered 
leadership positions in companies with declining performance or offered leadership positions 
in hard-to-win circumstances. Glass and Cook (2015) comparison of male and female CEOs 
in the Fortune 500 demonstrated that women have higher chances of being promoted to risky 
leadership positions without the support or authority needed to achieve their strategic goals 
resulting in them not lasting long in the positions compared to male CEOs. 
Therefore, glass cliffs put women in risky positions of failure, whereby to succeed they must 
adopt coping strategies (Holder, Jackson & Ponterotto, 2015). These include behavioural 
mechanisms such as shifting armouring and self-care and additional interpersonal 
mechanisms include mentors, support networks and spirituality (Holder et al., 2015). Women 
leaders can still succeed in glass cliffs because a study found that women leaders are 
inclusive, transformative and people orientated thereby making them better suited to manage 
crisis (Liu, Cutcher & Grant, 2015).  
Considering that authenticity is important in leadership, it follows that the glass cliff 
phenomena proposes women as authentic leaders (Liu et al., 2015). However, the invisibility 
of women leaders and other attributes of authentic leaders such as being self and not yielding 
to external pressures exposes the tension of concluding women leaders are authentic. Ryan 
et al. (2016) reviewed evidence over a period of ten years, assessing explanations, and 
effects of the glass cliff and concluded that most positions of power and authority are still held 
by men and that the glass cliff is complex, contextual, and multiply determined phenomenon, 
which has had a significant impact on women and leadership. 
4.2.4 Glass Escalators/ Elevators and Maternal Walls 
It is reported that women have shattered the glass ceiling but the flip side of it is the glass 
escalator or glass elevator a phenomena whereby women assist men to progress in their 
careers especially in fields like nursing, education and social work, which are female 
dominated (Punshon et al., 2019). Men have an advantage in both the male dominated and 
female dominated fields because in glass elevators some of their promotions into senior 
positions are unsolicited. Carli and Eagly (2016) describe another barrier that hold women 
back, a phenomenon called maternal walls. It is the work life challenges experienced by 
women. 
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4.2.5 Voluntary Subordination 
Thornton (2018) confirmed that Africa has the second highest percentage of senior 
management roles occupied by women at 30%. However, women (McKinsey & Company, 
2017) occupy only 5% of CEO roles. The lives of women in leadership positions are 
influenced by external forces such as colonisation, Christianity, and most relevant the way 
African societies are structured and organised (Stoeltje, 2015). 
Gender discrimination is one of the detrimental factors to women’s subordinate status in Sub-
Saharan Africa (Shoola, 2014). Females are expected to fulfil and give priority to their socially 
approved roles over their careers (Rugira & Sampson, 2017). Some women willingly 
renounce their superior status and privileges linked to leadership to embrace greatness 
through servitude because of the way they were raised (Sendjaya, 2015). They take this into 
the workplace and put themselves under the authority of men.  
Voluntary subordination speaks of the voluntary will of a leader to be a servant and to serve 
others in need, by choice, irrespective of the service, the person served or their mood. These 
issues separate a servant leader from selfish leaders (Sendjaya, 2015). Whilst men use 
social networks to advance, women restrict networking which compromises their 
opportunities to get guidance, and interactions with key stakeholders (Ely, Ibarra & Kolb, 
2011). Women’s commitment to employment is conceptualised as fluctuating according to 
their life stage responsibilities (Arnett, 2016). Motherhood/ grandmotherhood, caring for 
parents, re-mothering grandchildren and other familial caregiving responsibilities largely 
define career choices and advancements for women leaders (Philipsen, Case, Oetama - Paul 
& Sugiyama, 2017). 
4.2.6 Competing on Male Terms & Gender Bias 
Leadership has been perceived as associated with maleness (Vinkenburg, Van Engen, Eagly 
& Johannesen - Schmidt, 2011). A study conducted revealed that male-like behaviour was 
construed as favourable and required for the success of women managers. Comparatively 
assertiveness and abandoning family life was considered by women to advance in one’s 
career (Vinkenburg et al., 2011). People’s perceptions on women’s roles in society are 
transferred to the workplace, creating barriers to their progression to the top leadership 
positions. It has been established that for African women in leadership, progression in 
organisations is limited by their backgrounds, access to education, role expectations, gender 
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stereotyping, discrimination, and workplace policies, and procedures (Nkomo & Ngambi, 
2009). 
In sub-Saharan Africa, 24.8% women are in high - status positions – referred to as legislative, 
senior official or managerial (LSOM) jobs (ILO, 2010). There is a salary discrepancy with 
females earning six to thirty percent less than males (World Bank, 2012; UNDP, 2014, p.3). 
Bishu and Alkadry (2017) compared the gender pay gap by sector and concluded that there 
is a continuous “gender pay gap” between men and women. This was confirmed by World 
Economic Forum in 2018. 
Kunze and Miller (2014) argue that further to the contrast in earnings, gender priorities in 
business affect the individuals job satisfaction, and promotions. Therefore, confronting this 
increases women’s access to better income. Recent evidence suggests that the exclusion of 
women from power and decision-making, both within private and public spheres, in 
government and in business, makes them more vulnerable to subordination in the workplace 
(Moyo & Dhliwayo, 2019). 
Every woman who has applied for a job in a field dominated by men has faced a dilemma as 
to whether to display feminine strengths or act masculine since traditionally leadership is 
associated with maleness. The best strategy, according to a study published in the latest 
issue of Psychology of Women Quarterly is to show agentic male traits (Brabeck, 2016). 
Some have discovered that women face a potential violent reaction if they try to highlight their 
difficult side, but those who disable these features depending on the situation, receive more 
promotions than men or other women (Bierama, 2016).  
Brescoll (2016) observe that the gender stereotype about emotion leads to the belief that 
women are more emotional than men which creates two complex issues that female leaders 
have to address to succeed: 
• Identifying how much emotion should be displayed because emotions such as anger and 
pride or being unexpressive result in penalties.  
• Identifying what kind of emotions should be displayed (Brescoll, 2016). 
Whilst women compete to some extent with males in the workplace, their subordinate status 
is further exacerbated by patriarchy. 
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4.3 Patriarchy 
Various definitions of patriarchy have been proposed by different scholars. However, the 
common element in all definitions is that women are rated lower than men and women are 
oppressed by men. Therefore, patriarchy is a form of subordination. Rothman (2016) defines 
patriarchy as a system in which men exchange women. Both Menon (2015) and Besse (2018) 
identify patriarchy as the oppression and exploitation of women by men in their social 
structures and practices thereby subordinating them in various ways.  
Patriarchy, in its broadest definition, according to Pilcher and Whelehan (2016), is the 
institutionalisation of the dominance of males whereby they have all the power over women 
and children at home and in society in general. However, according to Bradshaw, Linneker 
and Overton (2017), patriarchal power operates overtly or at a hidden subconscious level, 
leading women to internalise and accept their subordinate status to men. 
Thus, patriarchy is a system in which there is a power relationship between men and women 
allowing women to be subordinate (Witz, 2013). In patriarchal systems biological differences 
between women and men are highlighted, women are assigned subordinate roles and men 
perpetuate subordination through institutions such as, the family (Walby, 2013). Elements of 
patriarchy include power structures, competition, societal hierarchies and exploitation and 
oppression of women by men. Patriarchy assists in understanding the realities of the 
subordination of women (Alexander & Taylor, 2016). 
4.3.1 Origin of Patriarchy 
Historically in Sub Saharan Africa, patriarchal societies, which still exist today, were in 
existence before colonisation and countries like Malawi have sections of the population that 
believe in matriarchy (Shoola, 2014). Patriarchy is accepted in most societies believing that 
women should stay in in subordinate status (Aggarwal, 2016). Opposing views about 
patriarchy are that it is man-made, and the other side is social structures have always been 
in existence in a hierarchical form and is unavoidable. 
It is argued that patriarchy is a complex relationship that starts in the family and is engrained 
in society to different extents. Naidoo and Perumal (2014) confirmed that women are under 
the authority of males in their lives including their fathers, in-laws, husbands, brothers, uncles 
and in the African tradition their sons. The patriarchal social order in SSA assigns gender 
roles to both men and women dictating limited rights for women, more familial day to day 
duties to them and more power to men in the family, the woman leader’s family, her husband, 
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her in laws and her children are a priority over her own career and life (Rugira & Sampson, 
2017).  
In the workplace, women are underpaid and lack opportunity for growth, for example for the 
same job, comparing same characteristics, women earn $0.98 for every dollar earned by an 
equivalent man (Payscale, 2020). Research from PayScale (2020) confirms that during the 
Covid - 19 lockdown health risk, most nursing staff, are women who earn less compared to 
their male counterparts. This situation is resulting in women opting out to look after their 
families (Ibid). 
4.3.2 Patriarchy and Women Subordination 
Bradshaw et al. (2017) contend that patriarchy can shift from home to the workplace because 
when women join the workplace, the control by fathers and husbands in the home shifts to 
their male bosses in the workplace. Johnson (2014) in his study illustrates patriarchy in the 
form of a tree, whereby the roots of the tree represent the deep-rooted male control, which is 
very complex and hard to remove, social institutions, which shape and support patriarchy, 
including the church, are the trunk and the leaves are the individuals, who form part of a tree.  
Patriarchy is a system in which the associated subordination is socialised and internalised in 
women. The subordination that these women face daily regardless of social class takes 
various forms (violence, discrimination, oppression, contempt, control, insult & exploitation,) 
within family structures, in society, and at work. Examples of patriarchal discrimination include 
the preference of a boy child over a girl, amount of domestic work allocated to females, and 
a lack of access to education for girls (Sultana, 2012). Further examples of women 
oppression include domestic violence against women, workplace sexual harassment, 
sexuality and reproductive rights of women under men’s control (Khazir, 2017). 
Gangoli (2017) proposes that the advantages of using the word subordination over 
oppression is that subordination is not perceived as a bad intention therefore allowing the 
subordinate to voluntarily accept the status which gives privilege, protection to the 
subordinate and characterises the historical experience of women. Patriarchy is enforced 
through society by cultural traditions, social customs and social roles and socialisation that 
takes place when girls and boys are taught how to behave appropriately according to their 
respective sexes (Rodrigues, 2016). In Africa gender is constructed in ways that prioritise 
men’s interest in various sectors such as in religion, social and professional sectors whereby 
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resources are under patriarchal control including the female workforce, the reproduction of 
women, the sexuality of women, the mobility of women (Mwatsiya, 2019). 
There are several supporting cases in literature to support the premise that patriarchy acts 
as a barrier to the upward mobility or retention of women in leadership positions. According 
to Madimbo (2012), the patriarchal culture in Malawi makes it difficult for women to be 
accepted as leaders in society. Therefore, if a woman leader is in a role considered 
incongruent with femininity, she will not get support.  
Patriarchal ideologies have created further inequalities in political representation with ratio of 
chairing female parliamentarians at 17% (UNDP, 2016). Only 24.3 per cent of all national 
parliamentary seats were held by women as of February 2019 (United Nations Women, 
2019). Wallace and Smith (2011) believe that in Africa, working women face male dominance 
at work, their partners are unsupportive and at times with inferiority complexes, subtle 
discrimination and gender stereotyping affects them. Although women in South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and Malawi played an active role in the liberation struggle, they have remained 
under-represented in politics and today there is no female head of state in these countries 
(Tremblay, 2017).  
Zikhali (2018) demonstrates that the power of patriarchy in political leadership positions in 
Zimbabwe, quoting that out of 1400 ward councillors in the country, only 200 were women. 
Furthermore, Njeru and Masiya (2018) confirm that patriarchy affects the ascendency of 
women into leadership positions because out of 3063 leaders in parliament, cabinet, 
provincial ministers, and boards of parastatals only 26.5 percent included women in decision-
making levels according to stats 2016. 
Moyo and Perumal (2019) discusses that social structures influence patriarchy after 
analysing figures obtained from the Zimbabwe ministry of primary and secondary education 
to study female educational leadership in Zimbabwe. His conclusion was that leadership is 
associated with masculinity. In another study, Mpofu (2019) contends patriarchal leadership 
structures in society is a challenge. However, his study found out that the six female heads 
of schools interviewed confirmed they would rather stay in lower positions as long as they 
remain with their husbands and children. They value their marriages more than anything else. 
Mazonde and Carmichael (2016) concludes that patriarchy is eminent in Zimbabwe.  
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4.4 Culture  
Culture influences the participation of women in leadership positions (Klenke, 2017). 
According to Dorfman, Javidan, Hanges, Dastmalchian and House (2012) issues that are 
associated with culture include: keeping away from uncertainty in which case cultures with 
high uncertainty avoidance make use of structures, rules and order. The second issue is 
moving away from power because of the cultural orientation that prefers unequal distribution 
of power and when power avoidance is high it is perceived there is more respect for the 
elders. Individuals are expected to value the collective and show concern for the community. 
Individualist societies place greater emphasis on outcomes centred on the person than the 
group. High level of uncertainty is characterised by cautiousness and the opposite are people 
who embrace diversity, change and pragmatism. Klenke (2017) states that, cultures that 
elevate men value assertiveness, ambition, competition and power.  
Namenwirth and Weber (2016) define culture as comprised of belief value systems and 
norms that give a common purpose and identity, emphasising on knowledge transmission of 
matters of significance from one generation to the other. Namenwirth and Weber (2016) 
further argue that culture is constantly evolving. Empowerment initiatives in SSA influence 
the cultural dynamics but Titi Amayah and Haque (2017) believe the challenges sub-Saharan 
African women leaders face are derived from culture within their societies, organisational 
culture and the sex stereotypes that they cannot control.  
Klenke (2017) identifies a series of cultural problems related to the participation of women in 
management, which include issues related to what society considers as acceptable roles for 
women and men. Because culture is an evolving phenomenon, it implies traditional and 
modern value integration takes place adding to the challenges faced by women leaders. To 
address the subordination of women in top leadership positions structural and cultural 
solutions are essential because the underrepresentation of women in top leadership positions 
cannot be resolve at the individual level alone (Rhode, 2017). 
Developed countries have more women in positions of leadership in politics and business 
(Bullough, Kroeck, Newburry, Kundu & Lowe, 2012). The authors established that the reason 
why companies have few female leaders, is that women are traditionalistic and exclusively in 
the support and servitude of the roles of household and family responsibilities. Culture plays 
an important role in influencing women's balance between career and family (Thein, Austen, 
Currie & Lewin, 2010). A comparison of Chinese and American women was done which 
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showed that the former prioritise family over career and the latter consider not working as a 
failure to provide family care (Ibid). Therefore, support is an important for working women to 
achieve a balance between work and family. The use of domestic help in the form of a 
domestic employee are coping strategies for women in senior leadership positions (Tilly & 
Scott, 2016). 
However, despite the influence of modernisation and industrialisation on culture, it is 
important to consider the multicultural perspectives in diverse workplaces (Ayman & Korabik, 
2010). Different cultures further identify and express themselves with shared language 
(Verwey & Quayle, 2012).  
Literatures diverge on reasons for scarcity of women and whether they resign from positions 
willingly or are forced to do so (Kossek, Su & Wu, 2017). The Global Leadership and 
Organisational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) analysed cultural dimensions and presented 
a framework that explores the effects of culture on leadership (Dorfman et al., 2012). This 
study showed that SSA believed in hierarchically organised populations, governed by royalty. 
Historically the man was the head and the cultural leadership style anchored on humane 
orientation, care and concern for others (Rivers, 2019). This can explain how patriarchy 
affects the way women in senior leadership positions behave and react to subordination 
based on their belief systems. 
4.5 An Overview of Leadership 
Different scholars from different perspectives define leadership. Galperin and Alamuri (2017) 
contend that leadership is characterised by the relationship that exists between leader and 
followers. Poltera (2019) adds that leadership takes place and is shaped within a given 
context. More studies to investigate how social structures affect leadership are required 
(Stichter & Parpart, 2019). In Zimbabwe, the appointment of women to traditional leadership 
is perceived as uncultural (Dodo, 2013). 
Leadership is extensively researched but available leadership theories are mainly based on 
western cultures and leadership theory indigenous to Africa is underrepresented (Ncube, 
2010, p.77-78; Nkomo, 2011, p.371). Appropriate to the SSA context is the indigenous 
theories of African leadership, such as Ubuntu (Galperin & Alamuri, 2017). Ubuntu means “I 
am because we are” the practicality of this being servant leadership and the main goal of the 
leader is to serve (Metz, 2018). 
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Although efforts to incorporate more women into leadership have been made in South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and Malawi, male dominance in leadership has been asserted in SSA (Wood, 
2019). Despite efforts to get women into leadership, their numbers are low because of gender 
barriers within organisations (Diehl & Dzubinski, 2016). However, other barriers that are 
imposed by the society and the person also negatively affect the ability of women to advance 
into top leadership (Ibid).  
Examples of such barriers are patriarchy. Theoretical approaches proposed to address the 
invisibility of women in senior leadership positions included problems of working and 
parenting, the role of gender stereotypes, non-availability of role models and mentors and 
sponsorship, lack of confidence and negotiating skills amongst others (Burke & 
Ciccomascolo, 2020; Heilman & Caleo, 2018; Petkeviciute & Streimikiene, 2017; Yusuf & 
Sim, 2017). Moreover, their limitation was a singular focus approach with each addressing 
one issue (Ibid). 
Stogdill claimed leadership has as many definitions as definers (Eacott, 2018). This is 
supported by Northouse (2013, p.2), who proposes leadership is “much like the words 
democracy, love, and peace”. This indicates that leadership is defined in various ways and 
is complicated (Bennett, 2016, p.86; Fisher, 2016, p.16). Browning (2018) describes 
leadership as a process of influencing others, helping, incentivise, and empowering others. 
Other definitions of leadership reflect a common theme of directing a group towards a goal, 
but without emphasis on the need of self-leadership.  
Volckmann (2012) affirms an interesting and appropriate description of leadership as an 
equilateral triangle in which the three sides are the leader, the followers, and the context. The 
proposed definition of women leaders should encompass acceptance by organisations or 
followers. According to McCleskey (2014), it is best to base the definition of leadership on the 
interest of the researcher and the type of problem or situation being studied. The research 
therefore viewed leadership from a relativist perspective as a function of culture whilst 
opposing the realist argument that leadership is a universal construct (Mustafa & Lines, 2012, 
p.25).  
There is a variety of leadership definitions, theories and paradigms, leader characteristics 
and styles, which demonstrates that the leadership concept has been evolving over time 
(Keohane, 2012; Klenke, 2017). In the beginning scholars treated leadership as a personality 
trait, whereas scholars now define leadership in ways other than an individual trait. This 
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research focused on positional leaders, who occupied positions of power in organisations 
and rewarded in observable ways (Silva, 2016).  
Browning (2018) discussed four theories of leadership upon which some of the leadership 
definitions are based: 
▪ Trait Theories propose effective leaders’ characteristics are integrity, empathy, and 
assertiveness. 
▪ Behavioural theories focus on how leaders behave and described as the autocratic, 
democratic, and laissez-faire leader.  
▪ Autocratic leaders make decisions on their own.  
▪ Democratic leaders consult their teams for input. 
▪ Laissez-faire leaders do not interfere and allow people within the team to make many 
decisions.  
▪ Contingency theories/situational approach. 
Most theories view leadership in three ways: as a process, or a relationship and leadership 
as the personality and characteristics of the individual, or leadership as a set of behaviours 
and skills. In sum leadership is a process of influencing individuals to attain goals. Hanse, 
Harlin, Jarebrant, Ulin and Winkel (2016) state that leadership places emphasis on the 
relationship between leader and follower. 
The complexity of leadership is based on variables, which encompass leader personality and 
behaviour, situational factors that affect leadership, and styles, transformational, charismatic 
and transactional leadership (Avolio, 2010; Walumbwa et al., 2011). Therefore, different 
leadership models have been integrated into a broader framework called “full range theory of 
leadership” (Ibid). 
As Northouse (2013) emphasises that defining leadership is challenging and that there is not 
a common definition of leadership, various meanings of leadership will be explored as this 
study argues. This study viewed leadership as a trait in individuals and a process by which 
an individual influences a group of individuals in order to achieve a common goal (Northouse, 
2018). McCleskey (2014) adds the notion of value to leadership definition. Leaders use their 
personal values aligned to organisational values to implement actions. 
Most leadership definitions recognise two players: the leader and the followers. Summerfield 
(2014, p.251) cites Northouse, who emphasises that in leadership the important aspects are 
leaders, followers and goals. Interestingly Gandolfi’s (2016) proposed definition of leadership 
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outlining five components of leadership as; one or more leaders, presence of followers, plan 
of action oriented with a legitimate course of action and set goals and objectives.  
Although power dynamics are evident in the subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions through patriarchy and other tools, Daft (2014) describes leadership as a process 
and not in terms of power, authority and direction. This research realised the importance of 
analysing women’s experiences of leadership in relation to contexts and power dynamics 
(Glass & Cook, 2015). It is therefore proposed that an operational definition of leadership 
should consider the power dynamics. 
4.5.1 The Difference in Men Versus Women Leadership  
This research argues that leadership is not gender based, there is no difference between a 
man and woman leader because the definitions of leadership cited from various scholars and 
authors do not distinguish between male and female leadership (McCleskey, 2014). In the 
literature, leadership is defined exclusive of gender. However, the concept of leadership was 
described by some scholars as representing agentic traits (McCleskey, 2014).  
Leadership can also be described using hierarchy and power relations, whereby the person 
with power exercises authority over others and can control resources (Mittal & Elias, 2016). 
This form of leadership is characterised by aggression, dominance, force and 
competitiveness (Rosette et al., 2016). According to Rosette and Tost (2010), women leaders 
are identified with communal/ transformational leadership, which encompasses feminine 
traits such as kindness, collaboration and sympathy towards others. Women are typically 
regarded as beings with high communal traits showing tolerance and cooperation, (Ferguson, 
2018).  
The seemingly incompatibility between the female gender role and the leader role persists 
despite the lack of solid evidence to support that women are not fit to be leaders resulting in 
their exclusion of women in positions of power (Entwistle, 2017). Therefore, this presents less 
opportunities for them and secondly receive stricter evaluations in leadership. In addition, 
women prefer male leadership and styles, in their professional advancement, think the 
attributes of the typical leader as male (Epstein & Coser, 2018). 
Ascribing forms of leadership by gender gives rise to bias and undervalues women, which 
leads to fewer women leaders. Although the hierarchical workplace structure in the 20th 
century has been replaced with more modern collaborative flatter structures, women are still 
underrepresented at the top, not because of the glass ceiling but due to unconscious bias 
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(Kaiser & Wallace, 2016). At the top of the leadership hierarchy, the figures get lower as in 
Figure 4.1. Most women are concentrated at the lower levels of the leadership hierarchy.  
Figure 4.1: Comparative Census Pyramid Representing the Drop Off in Women 













Adopted from BWASA, 2017, p.11 
According to Kossek et al. (2017), the bias towards the agentic leadership style continued to 
hinder a female’s career progression. For some women, the progression into leadership is 
viewed as a complex journey because promotion opportunities are different for women and 
men (Payscale, 2020). While women progressed into leadership there are still inequalities 
and double standards, the most prominent example being gender equality, whereby what is 
usually acceptable for men, is not so when done by women. Consequently, these challenges 
discourage women from to seeking a leadership position. Some of the difficulty women face 
is documented in literature (Brabazon & Schulz, 2018).  
According to Avery, Norton and Tucker (2018), the women who have overcome these barriers 
to obtain leadership positions within organisations, received mentoring to strengthen them, 
add to their skills and grow their network. Figure 4.2 below shows gender-based leadership 
barriers by level of society. 
 
 
137 of 323 
















Adopted from Human Resource Development Quarterly in Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) 
Equal opportunities for appointments into senior positions at work are disregarded and as 
such many studies, demonstrated that gender is a criterion that determines the position of an 
employee in the workplace (Danahay, 2016). These authors contend that women are not 
afforded authority and power in the workplace and their prospects for promotion are different 
from those of men with similar education and status. Only 7% of universities worldwide are 
run by women (Webster, 2014).  
4.5.2 Women and Leadership Barriers  
A multiple level analysis can enable one to connect what is experienced by women in senior 
leadership positions at different levels in order to address issues effectively. Diehl and 
Dzubinski (2016) presented the results of a cross-sector analysis of leadership barriers 
encountered by women in executive leadership in higher education and religion. Their 
findings revealed that twenty‐seven gender‐based leadership barriers which operate at the 
macro, meso, and micro levels of society. 
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Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) argue that efforts to promote women into leadership address few 
individual barriers one by one within organisations yet failing to consider the wide variety of 
barriers holistically at all levels in society. However, Ibarra, Ely and Kolb (2013) point out that 
it is important to first address identity shift in the process of personal and professional 
leadership, in order to build a meaningful pipeline in women leaders career trajectories to the 
top. The ability of women to see themselves as leaders may be affected by cultural, structural, 
and attitudinal barriers leading to subordination (Ely et al., 2011). 
There exist two schools of thought in relation to leadership as a universal construct, or culture 
dependant (Mustafa & Lines, 2012, p.25). Realist argue that culture has no influence on 
leadership, whilst the relativist believe that leadership is a function of culture (Mustafa & 
Lines, 2012, p.25). Various approaches to leadership exist (Northouse, 2016). Key texts in 
philosophy and theology offer views on life and society that distinguish between males and 
females, their rights, freedom and expectations (Cook & Glass, 2014). 
Mugweni (2014) shares findings on obstacles faced by female university lecturers in 
Zimbabwe. He brings to the fore the unwillingness of senior leaders to support women on 
their career trajectory and the fear of the women to apply for leadership positions. Obstacles 
also include the internalisation of established gender stereotypes, as well as patriarchal 
norms and in their appointments, females adopt agentic traits, there their gender is not being 
appreciated as a leader with her own traits. The males dominate appointment boards which 
may cause affinity bias and in turn causes a bias towards male applicants for leadership 
positions (Ibid).  
In his study, Nguyen (2013) investigated the main barriers confronting female academic 
leadership in Vietnamese Universities and found them to be:  
▪ Strong family commitment (Nguyen, 2013, p.131). 
▪ Negative and gender stereotyping regarding female leadership. 
▪ Perceived female characteristics. 
Maphosa (2010), outlines more challenges faced by women in the water sector in South 
Africa, as perceived lack of education and experience therefore they are taken as unsuitable 
for positions. Furthermore, the type of work is perceived not to be fit for women. Steyn and 
Jackson (2014) concur that women have to deal with gender-based challenges and 
discrimination as they progress into leadership in South Africa. This gender-based 
discrimination occurs during promotion processes, at remuneration level, where men is paid 
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more than women, although they are at the same organisational level (Ibid). The authors 
explain further that discrimination takes place in different ways for example when job 
descriptions are compiled, during the recruitment processes and when appointing for the 
position (Ibid). 
Although the research is not on feminism it is interesting to note women, were rejecting male 
leadership and power in the Western feminist movement in the 1970s, because of their 
exclusion from power on the premise of being female. O’Neil and Domingo (2016) confirm 
that more decision-making power and influence, has been granted to women over aspects of 
life in politics, society and the economy than before. However, resistance and backlash on 
women leaders are common and a gap exists between women’s formal and actual power.  
Zikhali and Smit (2019) emphasise that women who refuse leadership, participate in 
consolidating the masculine model of leadership which bestow power on men and deny the 
potential women have as leaders. When women sponsor the masculine model of leadership 
and power, they perpetuate their subordinate status and poor representation of women top 
positions (Paxton & Hughes, 2015).  
4.5.3 Women Leadership: Between Threat, Disbelief and Superiority 
Ngomane (2017) argues that women struggle with time management which is a hindrance in 
their career progression because they spend much of their time on family obligations whilst 
men are networking or in boys’ clubs. Then in their careers women face stereotype threats, 
which suggest that they do not fit to be in leadership and are inferior to men (Poltera & 
Schreiner, 2019).  
Intersectionality theory was explained by Warner, Settles and Shields (2018) confirming that 
other categories of human relationships, are also characterised by the dominance of one 
category over another, whether by race, ethnicity or class, which is a concern because of 
dual disadvantage like being a woman and black. Contrary to this, when women are 
appointed in leadership, they may represent for some, a threat to the male power in 
organisations and a woman as a leader becomes socially disconnected which may turn into 
a risk for the organisation. The logic is that commitment to a woman’s gender role may result 
in a failure to fulfil a leader role, and vice versa performing leader role may result in the failure 
to conform to gender roles (Kubu, 2018). It is suggested however that representation of 
women and men leaders is essential for both organisations and society.  
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Arguably, women’s participation in decision-making affords them their equality and rights. 
The appointment of women in senior leadership positions of any organisation can be 
perceived as the means to addressing the bias reflected by a pyramidal structure derived 
from the male model of leadership (Franco, 2015). To get a more democratic and 
compassionate organisational culture where power is shared with women, they have to be 
socialised and educated. The woman leader would then have a positive self-perception.  
van Zyl (2012) proposes that one mechanism of managing difficult circumstances in 
leadership is self-leadership. The focus is on oneself in contrast to other leadership 
processes, where more focus is placed on being led (Browning, 2018). Self-leadership 
includes self-awareness, goal setting for oneself, self-honour, active rejection of pessimism 
(Ibid). Self-leadership is needed because there is a high rate of personal failures as a result 
of poor relationships, covet for power, sexual compromise, financial misconduct, or poor 
leadership (Browning, 2018).  
Different groups of women experience varying forms of marginalisation and barriers 
dependent on their social classification such as race, ethnicity and sexual orientation. Apart 
from barriers and bias women of colour encounter racial and ethnic discrimination that white 
women do not. Black women experience dual subordination, facing sexism differently than 
white women do and experiencing racial discrimination differently than black men do (Hill, 
Miller, Benson & Handley, 2016).  
Scholars use the term intersectionality to define this phenomenon. Intersectionality describes 
a social reality that people live in the intersection or intertwining systems of oppression, for 
instance sexism and racism. Thus, some people undergo layered discrimination, which 
combines to make them vulnerable (Bauer, 2014). As leadership fundamentally exists in 
people, social identities are among the multiple factors that impact on leadership behaviours 
and experiences of women leaders. 
Kimberley Crenshaw, a black jurist and mother of the term "intersectionality", explains this 
phenomenon through a metaphor: "Consider an analogy with the traffic of cars in an 
intersection, coming and going in all directions. It's not always easy to rebuild an accident: 
sometimes the traces of slips and injuries simply indicate that everything happened 
simultaneously, making it impossible to determine which driver caused what injury” 
(Crenshaw, 1989). 
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Oppression systems are interwoven (Ibid.). For example, a woman with a disability 
experiences sexism, which is co-constructed with her disability condition. Male unionists may 
be sexist towards their colleagues or feminists may be racist, showing the complexity of social 
classifications. Intersectionality points to and prove the long history of exclusion and social 
struggle that exist. The convergence of struggles as an ideal would allow social movements 
to recognise the heterogeneity of their members. (Ibid.). 
Situatedness is another notion that emphasises that an individual is rooted in an environment 
and that many of the restrictions in their behaviour are as a result of this environment and not 
to their personal reasoning processes or internal accounts (Newen, 2018). Structure and 
agency are two theoretical concepts, which are used to define the degree or capacity to which 
people can be individualised, and to what extent outside influences limit our individuality. The 
term structure denotes how society organises itself. The term agency refers to individual 
conduct and action within the social structure. The agency is limited by structure due to 
cultural barriers and inequalities within the structure (Martin & Dennis, 2016). 
Various leadership theories such as the Great Man theory, Trait theory, Behavioural theory, 
Participative leadership theory, Situational leadership theory, Contingency theory, 
Transactional theory, Transformational theory, to name a few, have been scrutinized and 
studied over the years and currently organisations are looking at Servant, Strategic and 
Positive Leadership (McCleskey, 2014; Whittington, 2017). 
4.5.4 Women against Women in Leadership Positions: The Queen Bee Syndrome 
Another issue related to the leadership work of women is the Queen Bee Syndrome, a 
phenomenon in which women who are successful in workspaces dominated by men attempt 
to thwart other women’s development and promotions (Faniko, Ellemers & Derks, 2016, 
p.903). The term was introduced by Staines et al. (1973). Their research on women’s 
attitudes towards the liberation of other women highlighted that, some of them were “against 
any change in traditional gender roles, which was an exemplification of Queen Bee 
Syndrome” (Mavin & Williams, 2013).  
The term “queen bee" refers to women in positions of power who have realized their 
professional goals in male-dominated organisations, by dissociating themselves from other 
women and while conveying behaviours that lead to their gender stereotyping. The Queen 
Bee syndrome is considered a situation which leads to gender discrimination in organisations 
and is “an inseparable attribute of successful women” (Derks, Ellemers, van Laar & de Groot, 
142 of 323 
2011, p.519). Moreover, Mavin (2008, p.75) posits that "The 'Queen Bee' is commonly 
constructed as a bitch who stings other women if their power is threatened and, as a concept, 
Queen Bee blames women for not supporting other women”.  
Researchers believe that women, who do not portray a strong association with their own 
gender, enter into the role of the queen bee and aim to increase their individual chances of 
achieving professional success, but are unlikely to mentor other aspiring women leaders or 
younger women (Derks et al., 2011 p.460). 
4.6 Promotion Opportunities 
Ibarra, Carter, and Silva (2010) assert that although women are mentored, they are not being 
promoted. Research then identified family responsibilities as one of the key factors, which 
have prevented senior female managers from accepting or chasing promotions (Livingstone, 
Pollock & Raykov, 2016). Nevertheless, according to Subbaye and Vithal (2017), concrete 
evidence of promotions at a South African university, where teaching and research have been 
equally evaluated in academic promotions, demonstrates, generally, there was no substantial 
difference in promotions success rates between men and women and that more females 
accomplished excellence in teaching better than males.  
However, Lup (2018) investigated the effects promotions into management, considering the 
job satisfaction of men and women. The findings revealed a decline in job satisfaction in 
female managers who were promoted. Another study on job promotions and the longevity of 
marriage indicated that promotions to a top job results in a higher probability of divorce among 
women, but not for men (Folke & Rickne, 2020). 
Since women are responsible for childbearing, the literature review included the impact of 
maternity leave on women in leadership positions. Thomas (2016) observes how mandatory 
maternity leave policies escalate the gender gap in promotions because women are more 
likely than men to reduce their working hours during childrearing years and firms therefore 
make less investment in women early in their careers, leading to a gender gap in promotions. 
Krivkovich, Robinson, Starikova, Valentin and Yee (2017) probed the issue on promotion of 
women in leadership and concluded that companies disadvantage women in hiring and 
promotions drawing on data from 279 companies employing more than 13 million people, as 
well as on a survey of over 64,000 employees and a series of qualitative interviews in 
America. 
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This means women are disadvantaged early in the process causing more men to be 
promoted than women resulting in fewer representations of women in senior leadership 
positions. Apart from this discrepancy, women and mostly black women experience micro-
aggressions, which can affect their chances of promotion and likelihood of leaving the 
organisation when the micro-aggressions repeat over time as in the Figure 4.3 below. 















Adopted from Krivkovich et al. (2017) 
It is important to know how to address micro-aggressions at work because they happen often 
and might lead to job dissatisfaction or surrendering (capitulating). 
4.7 Capitulating 
The International Labour Organisation (ILO) describes sexual harassment as sex-based and 
sexual behaviour, which is unwanted, perverse and invasive to its recipient (ILO, 2017). 
Women by nature are regarded as subordinate to men and continue to be used by men for 
their sexual pleasure, even against the interests and dignity of women (Gerassi, 2017). Whilst 
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girls are taught to be subservient, strive to please men, to become caregivers, gentle, 
passive, dependent, meek housewives, boys are taught to be decision-makers, protectors, 
brave, heads of households, self-reliant and self-assured, giving boy children a sense of 
superiority (Ngomane, 2017). 
This socialization process perpetuates gender inequality. In male supremacy there is 
personal dispensation on conduct, perceptions and standpoints on male identity supported 
by society or organizations giving power and authority to men (Liu, 2017). This perpetuates 
the marginalisation of women. In most of the literature reviewed, sexual harassment is 
discussed in the feminist context (Fitzgerald & Cortina, 2017; Quick & McFadyen, 2017). 
Male supremacy views women as genetically inferior and identifying them with their 
reproductive or sexual function, thereby exposing them to sexism and harassment from male 
counterparts and senior colleagues (De Wede & Laursen, cited in Howe-Walsh & Turnbull, 
2016). Many women workers lose their job when they are unwilling to submit to their bosses’ 
demands (Sultana, 2012). Therefore, male supremacy entitles men to power, which they use 
to shape organisations, institutions, cultures, subcultures, the power to develop and maintain 
hierarchies, and to control decision-making. This power is generally not earned. It becomes 
part and parcel of being privileged (Vlais, 2016).  
Most religions propagate the notion of male supremacy for instance in Islam, only by men 
possess the right to immediate and one-sided divorce is possessed (Dryden, 2018). Biblically, 
men have control over women. According to Genesis chapter 3, verse 16, God told Eve that 
“the husband will rule over you”. ‘Orthodox Catholicism prohibits women from pursuing 
priesthood. Jesus did not assign any women as apostles; it can be deduced that the inclusion 
of women was not considered desirable. Male supremacy in every form makes patriarchy an 
obstacle to the ascension of women to senior leadership positions (Dryden, 2018).  
4.8 Race  
Lewis (2017) discusses race and leadership categorising the former as firstly ‘race as a 
constraint’, secondly ‘race as a tool’ and lastly ‘race as a resource’. ‘Race as a constraint’ 
assumes that the race identity of marginalised groups represents a hindrance to their access 
into leadership. ‘Race as a tool’ considers how leaders use racial identity in influencing 
followers leading them to identify with them as leaders and to committing to group aims. 
Lastly, ‘race as a resource’ focuses on how racial identity is not simply a barrier, which people 
of colour must overcome, can also serve as a source of strength and resilience. 
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In South Africa, post-apartheid era race still primarily constitutes identity. It is argued that 
‘white’ makes a distinct racial or ethnic category, which offers an economic advantage 
(Verwey & Quayle, 2012). Moya (2011) posits that identity is complex and not reducible to 
single social categories such as being black, white, poor or rich and that these categories 
cannot be used in isolation to explain one’s identity. Moya (2011) further explains that 
knowledge is limited and influenced by one’s standpoint, from which they are looking at. In 
the apartheid era, whiteness was historically linked to privilege in regard to dogma and 
economic privilege were reserved for white South Africans, which is no longer the case 
(Verwey & Quayle, 2012). Legislative measures were implemented to address the racial 
divide.  
The Employment Equity Act (No. 55 of 1998) with two main purposes namely the promotion 
of equal opportunities and just treatment in employment by eliminating prejudice and 
implementing affirmative action measures for redress in order to ensure equitable 
representation in organisations. The affirmative action procedures are applicable to Africans, 
coloured and Indians, women and the disabled (Bhorat & Goga, 2013). Stereotypes about 
Race and Ethnicity Gender and racial stereotypes overlap to create unique and uniquely 
powerful stereotypes.  
According to one contemporary study, race is understood as gendered, with ‘blackness’ 
considered more masculine than ‘whiteness’, and being Asian measured as more feminine 
than being white (Galinsky, Hall & Cuddy, 2013). These typecasts create a layer of 
misperception that changes the way in which gender stereotypes are identified. For example, 
most of the research on the criticism against women’s leadership has been concentrated on 
white women. The question of how black women and other women of colour manage when 
their leadership style runs counter to gender stereotypes has received little consideration.  
One exception is research that investigated whether gender and race shape interpretations 
of behaviours such as self-promotion, anger, and self-confident language (Livingston et al., 
2012). The findings about white women were coherent with previous studies on the backlash 
effect, but they also highlighted that black women are not penalised for these apparently 
dominant behaviours. The study does not suggest that black women are not marginalised in 
leadership positions, rather, the exact ways in which they are excluded evidently differ from 
the better-studied ways relating to the disadvantage of white women. These enigmatic results 
emphasize the complex relations between race, gender, and leadership style and the need 
for more research in this area, (Hill et al., 2016).  
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4.9 Education 
Ombati and Ombati (2012) examined the subject of gender inequality in education in sub-
Saharan Africa and found that the access to education for boys and girls is disproportionate, 
and biased according to gender, class and region- leading to a high illiteracy rate for girls and 
women. To address this inequality, South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi committed to 
improving education by 2030 to guarantee equal access for all women and men to affordable 
quality technical, occupational and higher education, including university in line with the post-
2015 Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2015).  
However, possibilities of an increase in educational prospects for people in sub-Saharan 
African countries have been weakened by poverty, inadequate national budgetary allocations 
to education, debt servicing burdens and a decline in foreign aid to schooling (Shizha, 2017). 
According to Njiraini (2019), household choices and cultural constraints, believing in boy child 
preference, early marriage and teenage pregnancies creates a gender gap in education in 
sub-Saharan Africa. 
In Sub Saharan Africa, there is a strong belief that education is the main instrument to 
eradicate poverty as it can help individuals access better jobs, resulting in a cumulative 
increase in earnings (Kuepié & Nordman, 2016). However, in reality, women who have 
attained high levels of education still earn less than their male counterparts (World Economic 
Forum, 2018). High unemployment rates have been reported despite comprehensive school 
enrolments up to university levels. This gap between high levels in education and accessibility 
of job prospects in the labour market produces a contradictory socio-economic set-up. 
It is argued that education for women is both within and out of schools as women are taught 
at a cultural level during their upbringing on what society anticipate of them (Eisler & Fry, 
2019). The literature demonstrates that the constructing knowledge is fundamentally a 
cultural process entrenched in the traditional structures and culture creates its semiotic 
process of creating systems of signs and symbols of negotiation (Code, 2018). Therefore, 
learning is established in the cultural context, which facilitates culturally supported forms of 
meaning creation. Each culture offers its people both psychological and material resources 
which determine the construction of a common reality (Greifeneder, Bless & Fiedler, 2017). 
Evidence suggests that more females are enrolled in education across all three countries as 
shown in Table 4.1. Statistics in SA education system shows that some foreign nationals from 
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Zimbabwe, Malawi and other countries are graduating from South African universities 
(Department of Higher Education and Training, 2016). 
Table 4.1: 
Number of Foreign Students Enrolled In Private Heis By Country and Qualifcaton 
Type, 2016 
 
Annual report submitted by private HEIs to DHET (2016) 
Female enrolment is summarised in Figure 4.4 below showing that more females are in the 
education system therefore showing that the girl child discrimination is no longer as critical 
as it was in the past.  
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Figure 4.4: Proportion of Student Enrolment in Public Higher Education Institutions 










HEMIS database (2016) 
4.10 Support Structures 
Agbiji and Swart (2015) argue that different religious views, namely African Traditional, 
Christian or Islamic, continue to majorly constitute the worldview of African people and 
becomes their major ontological support. Gabrielli, Paterno, and Sacco (2018) contend in 
sub-Saharan Africa the process of socialisation occurs within the context of a larger social 
group, often the extended family and indigenous social structures, which maintain that the 
rights and duties of women differ from those of men, rendering them unequal in the family.  
This consideration in turn affects the conduct, activity and qualities that a particular society 
associate with women in senior leadership positions: the way of life, work issues and interact 
with each other at all levels. The family set up disadvantages women in the sense that the 
societal views that their role in the family supersedes all other roles is important, whereby 
digressing might result in lack of support from other family members (Mwale & Dodo, 2017). 
According to Biri and Mutambwa (2013), roles such as woman, mother, and wife, are crucial 
in defining an African woman. 
Sabharwal (2015) shows that the exclusion of women from business networks, the lack of 
role models and mentors, hinder the ascension of women to top leadership positions within 
organisations. The disadvantage is that women fail to recognise that social networking is a 
critical component in building social capital (Carbajal, 2018). In networking, men form social 
149 of 323 
clubs where they sponsor each other and promote each other (Hoobler et al., 2014). Whilst 
mentorship has been identified as critical in succession in leadership, women fail to get 
mentorship due to failure to network thereby missing on opportunities to get male mentors 
(Carbajal, 2018). Secondly, leaders in senior positions are often in short supply (Ibid). 
4.11 Entrepreneurship  
According to Bergmann, Mueller, and Schrettle (2014), female entrepreneurship in SSA has 
become popular. Female entrepreneurship is defined as women who are motivated to 
achieve their goals, who therefore take on challenges and risks to start their own businesses 
(Mordi, Simpson, Singh & Okafor, 2010). Anwar and Rashid (2011) suggest the push and 
pull theory as the drivers of female entrepreneurship. This theory suggests that women are 
pushed or pulled into entrepreneurship, because self-employment becomes their last resort 
when facing unemployment. Women are seeking the opportunity to prove themselves (Itani, 
Sidani & Baalbaki, 2011). 
In order to meet life expenses and contribute towards family, women turn to entrepreneurship 
(Islam, 2012). Research on women in entrepreneurship and their career development 
highlights that their past work experience contributes significantly towards the knowledge in 
their own business. The acquired experiences in previous organisations are regarded as 
valuable attributes.  
4.12 Contextual Differences Amongst South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi 
South Africa is multi-ethnic and multi-cultural with eleven official languages English, 
Afrikaans, Zulu, Xhosa, Venda, Swazi, Tsonga, Pedi, Sotho and Ndebele. It is also 
considered as one of the most developed countries in Africa. In South Africa, women head 
approximately half of all households because of male labour migration and non-marriage 
(Posel, 2001). Although female headship in this context is related to “historical patterns of 
patriarchy and apartheid”, which are distinctive to South Africa, female headship 
progressively more linked to contemporary macro-economic conditions and premature death 
brought on by HIV/AIDS (Schatz, Madhavan & Williams, 2011). 
Poverty negatively affects women in Malawi who remain the poorest of the poor (UN Women 
Africa, n.d-b). The most widely spoken language in Malawi (sixty percent of the population) 
is Chewa, which originates from the Bantu tribes of South Africa. Five percent of the people 
speak Yao, and thirty percent are Arabic speaking. The language of trade is English, which 
is studied by all children. English is rarely spoken in rural areas. Unlike in South Africa, most 
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homes are built of sticks and mud with thatched roofing or roof made of corrugated iron held 
down by stones. Families are inclined to building their homes in proximity of each other in a 
small compound. Malawi’s basic economy has declined in the last decade and the value of 
the kwacha has weakened, while the rate of inflation has skyrocketed. Malawi depends 
heavily on produce supplied by Western nations. Forty per cent (40%) of Malawian families 
are headed by women. According to Damaske (2011), men have access to more resources 
and definitional power which they use to discriminate and impose discriminatory practices, 
policies and ideologies, subordinating women. Minzee (2015) confirms that men tend to 
adhere much more strongly to gender inequitable beliefs. 
In Zimbabwe, the social and economic situation is currently turbulent. However, the outdated 
cultures of the country’s various ethnic groups endure. According to ZIMSTAT (2013), 82 
percent population is Shona and fourteen percent Ndebele. Smaller ethnic groups include 
Tonga, Shangaan and Venda. The Shona group encompasses numerous subdivisions. 
Zimbabwean families are headed by men and Zimbabweans (Chitando & Mateveke, 2012) 
believe that the male child should be treasured as he perpetuates the family name and/or 
generations. This belief impedes the development of women and becomes a priority area in 
addressing the subordination of women in senior leadership positions. Unequal gender and 
generational relations exist in the majority of cultures with the male ‘head’ having a high level 
of control (Bradshaw et al., 2013). In the political arena, statistics showed that in 2004 the 
cumulative percentage of women in parliament in Africa was around 15%. Going by the 
disaggregated percentage, Botswana had only 12%, Lesotho registered 14.4%, Angola 
15.9%, Tanzania 16%, Zimbabwe 16%, Malawi 17, 14%, Namibia 22.3%, Mauritius 25%, 
Mozambique 32.8% and South Africa 37.2%, while the percentage in other African countries 
such as Nigeria, Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya and Egypt, to name a few, was much smaller. 
This statistic of women's political representation has remained stagnant in most of the 
countries mentioned above for years and, in some cases, satiated (Sadie, 2005). 
In a study by Krivkovich et al. (2017) in South Africa, women were represented only with 24% 
in economic decision-making positions in the public and private sectors. Although in the 
South African elections of 1999, women accounted for about 29.8% of elected public 
representatives and subsequently increased to around 40% in 2009, but suddenly figures 
had fallen well below 40% in 2014, which betrays the South African agenda of 50% 
representation of women in 2015. The representation of women “in parliament has fallen from 
44% of elections in 2009 to 40% in the surveys of May 2014, while in the provincial 
151 of 323 
legislatures it has fallen from 41 to 37%. The percentage of women premiers fell from 55% in 
2009 to 22% in 2014. In the local elections of 2011, the representation of women fell from 
40% to 38%”. 
4.13 Creating A Common Sense of Identity Amongst South Africa, Zimbabwe and 
Malawi 
In search of leadership relevance, the Ubuntu philosophy of leadership can be applied to the 
three African countries, as a way of understanding life in relationship to how the person 
influences the concept of leadership, gender bias and subordination (Ali et al., 2011). 
Authenticity and therefore relevance is rooted in the philosophy of Ubuntu in South Africa, 
unhu or hunhu in Zimbabwe and umuntu in Malawi, which has the potential to rescue African 
people from their loss of identity (Hapanyengwi - Chemhuru, Makuvaza & Mutasa, 2016). 
Mugumbate and Nyanguru (2013, p.89) define Ubuntu as “I am because we are, since we 
are, therefore I am”. This cultural philosophy provides the foundation through which people 
in the three countries view themselves and the world around them. It is the ontological, 
epistemological and moral fountain of African philosophy (Manyonganise, 2015).  
Mawere (2012) posits that Ubuntu is a complex system with many parts, which involves 
epistemology and ethics. In the Ubuntu concept, acts are deemed to be right or wrong based 
on how they relate to corporate existence. It is important in this study because Ubuntu, Unhu 
or Umuntu is a well-rounded philosophy that includes being at peace with self, the people 
around, the spirits and nature which in turn embraces personal and professional leadership 
(Nelson & Lundin, 2010, p.103). 
In Sub Saharan Africa, every constitution includes the principle of non-discrimination on the 
basis of gender, and/or equality before the law, but women experience challenges in terms 
of economic right and property rights (land and assets). MGD (2015) report ascertains that 
there is still gender inequality and women with tertiary education have higher unemployment 
rates than men in all the three countries selected for study. Therefore, the effectiveness of 
legislative policies towards addressing the subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions is unsatisfactory in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi.  
While social policies or law mechanisms for promoting the empowerment of women are 
available, they are limited and insufficient. Women still face marginalisation in the workplace, 
with most South African organisations remaining male-biased contrary to the transformation 
of workplaces proposed by legislation in the country. Additionally, it is important to recognise 
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that passing legislation alone does not bring about change but focussing on people’s 
attitudes, mind sets, values and culture regarding leadership roles is needed (Chiloane - 
Tsoka, 2012). Whilst Zimbabwe, Malawi and South Africa have gender and women 
empowerment policy tools in place to address gender inequalities, what is missing is an in-
depth exploration of what has to be done to make these existing protection mechanisms 
adequate enough to be effective and contribute to the development of women in senior 
leadership positions. 
4.14 International Protocols 
International protocols encompass commitments made in achieving gender equality by 
countries under study, South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi. 
4.14.1 The Beijing Conference 
The commitment shown by governments in Beijing illustrates an acceptance of the fact that 
gender equality must be considered as a central element in any attempt to the solve social, 
economic and political problems in the world. Thus, making the equality, for which women 
have fought, a major element of the international agenda crucial. At the heart of international 
instruments protecting the rights and autonomy of women is the Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action, adopted by consensus at the Fourth World Conference on Women in 
Beijing on September 15, 1995 (Bunch & Fried,1996). 
From a gender perspective, the Program of Action aims to promote the empowerment of 
women, nationally and internationally, at the social, economic and political levels, as well as 
in health, access to education and rights related to reproduction. On the other hand, the 
Action Program "lays out the lines to follow to empower women". It aims to "eliminate all 
obstacles that prevent women from playing an active role in all areas of public and private life 
by participating fully, and on an equal footing, in decision-making in the economic fields, 
social, cultural and political." It directly targets the commitments of governments and 
international organisations on gender equality and the empowerment of women. Since their 
adoption by the Members of the United Nations, the instruments resulting from the Beijing 
Conference remain at the heart of national and international measures in the field of women's 
rights (Tomlinson, 1999). 
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4.14.2 The Organisation of the African Union (OAU) 
At the turn of the new millennium, in July 1999, the representatives of the many African 
countries came together to set up a process of integration of nations, enabling the creation 
of the African Union (Møller, 2009). Among the objectives of the OAU Constitutive Act is the 
willingness of African States to provide better living conditions to the peoples of Africa and to 
foster international cooperation, taking into account the United Nations Charter. It also aimed 
to implement the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and to "eliminate, in all its forms, 
the colonialism of Africa. Everyone has the right to the enjoyment of the rights and freedoms 
recognized and guaranteed in this Charter without distinction as to race, ethnicity, colour, 
sex, language, religion, political opinion or other opinion, of national or social origin, fortune, 
birth, or any other situation.” 
After four defining summits, the African Union (AU) was inaugurated by the Heads of State 
of the nations on the African continent. The AU's priorities include women, gender and 
development components, which are supported by the Protocol to the African Charter on 
Human and Peoples' Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa. Thus, the Protocol to the 
African Charter on the Rights of Women in Africa proves to be an essential tool for the 
promotion of women's rights, gender equality and women's empowerment on the African 
continent. This protocol guarantees the fundamental rights of women to non-discriminate 
against women, to dignity, to life, to integrity, security, peace and participation in the political 
process and decision-making, but also the elimination of harmful practices and relates to key 
areas such as marriage and social protection (Karbo & Murithi, 2017). Although the various 
legal tools for the protection of the human rights of women on the African continent includes 
the rights and duties for the governments of many African countries, these are sometimes 
difficult to implement on the ground. 
4.14.3 SADC Protocol on Gender and Development 
Zimbabwe is a signatory to the SADC Gender and Development protocol. Article 5 of the 
SADC Gender and Development Protocol requires that Member States apply positive action 
measures for women in order to eliminate all barriers that prevent them from meaningfully 
participating in all aspects of life and creating a favourable environment for this participation 
(ZWLA, 2010). In the spirit of this protocol, political parties in Zimbabwe have adopted a quota 
system that has seen an increase in the representation of women in party politics, but is still 
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below SADC and AU 30% and still below the 50/50 gender equality in the SADC gender 
protocol (UNFPA, 2011). 
4.15 South Africa Gender Equality Legislative Frameworks 
Employment Equity results show the figures of senior and top management are at 33.8% in 
SA indicating progress in female representation in senior management roles (Department of 
Labour, 2018; Thornton, 2018). However, there is evidence that whites, particularly white 
males continue to be afforded greater opportunities when it comes to promotion, recruitment 
and skills development (Department of Labour, 2018).  
The South African Government responded to gender mainstreaming by implementing the 
National Industrial Policy Framework (NIPF), and the Industrial Policy Action plan (IPAP) to 
empower women. The Businesswoman Association of South Africa (BWASA, 2017) reported 
that 22% of board directors are women, but only 7% are executive directors and only 10% of 
South African CEOs are women. Only 23% of tech jobs are held by women in South Africa, 
representing only 56 000 of 236 000 ICT (tech) roles. It is acknowledged in the BWASA report 
of (2011) that the South African women labour force experienced growth due to equity 
legislation, access to education and work opportunities. 
However, transformation and equity in the South African workplace is still unsatisfactory 
(Martin & Barnard, 2013). BWASA (2015) shows 9.2% women hold Chairperson Positions, 
2.4% are appointed in CEO positions and women are still excluded from the most important 
key decision-making positions within South African organisations. In the 26 public universities 
in South Africa men continue to outnumber women in senior positions by a ratio of 3:1 
(BWASA, 2015). During this period Du Plessis and Barkhuizen (2012) studied female 
engineers in South Africa and concluded that the most important psychological barrier to 
women career progression was discrimination. According to Damaske (2011), gender 
stereotyping and discrimination in male occupations caused women to change to female 
oriented jobs like teaching and nursing. 
The leadership challenges faced by women, particularly in Africa, are a concern for all. 
Women leadership politically, economically, administratively and traditionally has been 
slower, with men having multiple roles in society, widening the gender gap or gender 
inequality. Therefore, "the snail's pace of progress on gender equality and women's 
participation in public and political life will need to be tackled head-on for the overall success 
of the new goals" (Women UN, 2015). 
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The Beijing conference of 1995 attempted to inaugurate a golden age for women to promote 
gender equity worldwide. Similarly, in 2003, South African legislation changed the 
composition of traditional councils to comply with the 1996 Constitution and to provide for: 
“elements of democracy such that, one third of the cabinet members of traditional 
council must be women to ensure active participation of women in the decision making 
for the growth and development of their communities and other institutions in the 
nation.” 
This action was taken to promote the representation of women leaders, but despite these 
advances towards women's empowerment and leadership in democratic South Africa, their 
representation in the public and private sectors, still faces many challenges in determining 
leadership heights. Therefore, there have been controversies about what determines the 
representation of women in leadership positions. 
There is a lot of misperception about the concept of black economic empowerment (BEE). 
There are varying definitions of the concept from different people and institutions. The 
different names for BEE are affirmative action and national economic empowerment and 
development. The purpose of BEE is to address inequalities in the ownership and 
management of South African economic resources. For instance, the promotion of black 
people at every level of the economy. BEE can be attained through the creation of jobs, the 
alleviation of poverty, the empowerment of black women, education and skills development 
(Cole, 2015). 
BEE may also be viewed as a mechanism for the promotion of the economy, thereby 
stimulating growth in the country. There is a call for the acceleration of transformation in 
South Africa, and empowerment mechanisms play a central role in most government goals. 
Through legislation, the socio-economic empowerment of black people is a goal the 
government aims to achieve to alleviate poverty. There are multiple events in the historical 
development of black economic empowerment since 1990 and the progress made with black 
empowerment is evident (Jaga, Arabandi, Bagraim & Mdlongwa, 2018). 
The Industrial Policy Action Plan (IPAP) is firmly rooted in the general policy of the 
government and plans to address the main challenges of economic and industrial growth, as 
well as poverty based on race, inequality and unemployment. According to (Zalk, 2014), 
looking back “over the first ten years of IPAP, a high-level balance of successes and failures, 
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areas of excellence achieved and areas where interventions have been blocked or held back 
by internal and external obstacles and structural constraints” can be drawn up. 
4.16 Zimbabwe Gender Equality Legislative Frameworks  
Zimbabwe established the Affirmative Action Policy in 1992 to accommodate women in senior 
leadership positions. UN (2012) report on Zimbabwe argues that despite legislative 
framework being in place, more affirmative action to promote gender equality in higher 
positions is required. The percentage of women managers in the private sector was only 21% 
in 2011. The number of female Parliamentarians has not changed since the 2008 elections, 
and the rate of female urban and rural councillors is 19% (MGD, 2012.) According to UN 
Women Africa (n.d-c). The ratio of female parliamentarians in Zimbabwe is below 35% since 
the July 2013 elections. Female representation in the country’s 92 urban and rural councils 
remains below 20% and the country’s new 26-member cabinet has only three female 
ministers. 
Zimbabwe is traditionally a “patriarchal society” with marginalised women when it comes to 
management and leadership. In 2001, only 27% of decision-making positions (legislators, 
senior officials and managers) in Zimbabwe were occupied by women. In 2003, the 
Zimbabwe Human Development Report found that, “women were still underrepresented in 
the political decision-making process. In 2012 there were 32 women and 178 men in 
Parliament. Women constituted 17.9% of parliamentarians (report of the Chamber of 
Deputies on the parliamentary debate, 2012). Leadership positions in the public and private 
sectors in Zimbabwe were mainly occupied by men.” In general, the results of several 
research initiatives show that socio-cultural and economic factors prevent women from 
entering higher positions. 
The Ministry of Women's Affairs and Community Development was formed by the Zimbabwe 
government in the year 1996 to monitor the conditions of all gender programs and facilitate 
the mainstreaming of the gender perspective in all line ministries. The National Gender Policy 
(2002) of the Ministry provides guidelines and the institutional framework for all policies, 
programs, projects and sectoral activities at all society levels and the economy. To this end, 
gender focal points have been established in all parastatals and ministries to guide the 
incorporation of the gender perspective. 
Affirmative action describes deliberate policies aimed at a historically economic and socio-
political marginal group that aims to promote their access to opportunities and resources. 
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Gender equality is a concept that many feminists and supporters around the world have been 
trying to achieve in the last fifty years. Several steps have been taken to realise this new type 
of concept, including legislation, integration, affirmative action of the gender, just to name a 
few. 
“The case of Zimbabwe is no different. John Stuart Mill in his article Subjection of 
Women (1869) stressed that the achievement of gender equality leads to the 
development of society and, therefore, Zimbabwe as a nation has also joined the rest 
of the world in the search for gender equality. The Government of Zimbabwe has 
adopted affirmative action based on gender as its central resource for promoting 
gender equality” (Mbewe, 2016). 
4.17 Malawi Gender Equality Legislative Frameworks 
Malawi was a British colony and became an independent state in 1964. During the colonial 
era, people of colour were oppressed, black women fought against this socioeconomic and 
political oppression. According to Smith (2016), the social system prior to the colonialism had 
been matrilineal, however, colonization changed the social structure and matriarchy was 
replaced by patriarchy. 
Mbilizi (2013) state that Malawi gained a reputation as a country, which is resistant to change 
with provision to addressing marginalisation and discrimination of women. However post-
independence Malawi government implemented legal frameworks aiming to promote and 
empower women such as the Gender Equality Act (2013). It outlines policies to support 
women to ensure they are not discriminated against. Chiloane - Tsoka (2012) posits that 
roles and relations are less emphasised by legislative tools.  
Education rights are covered in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights but, most girls, 
are out of school in Malawi and the rest of Africa (Chikhungu, Kadzamira, Chiwaula & Meke, 
2020). In response programs have been put in place like the education for all (EFA) program 
established to accelerate education development. Despite these provisions, gender 
inequalities in education persist in sub-Saharan Africa, to the detriment of girls.  
The 2010 Global Monitoring Report on EFA (2009), for its part, found that countries with 
disparities based on wealth, place of residence, gender, immigration status, minority status 
or disability, deprived millions of children of good quality education. Forty - seven per cent 
(47%) of out-of-school children in the world are in sub-Saharan Africa, and girls account for 
54% of those out-of-school children. In 2006, 35 million children were not enrolled in school, 
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representing about one-third of the school-age population. In 2008, sub - Saharan Africa had 
not yet achieved gender parity, particularly at the primary school level. Gender disparities 
were more pronounced in rural areas and in poor households, and high school enrolment 
was only 30% boys and 25% girls. To correct this situation, it will be necessary to invest 
conscientiously in order to encourage more children, both boys and girls, to continue their 
studies in secondary education to achieve gender parity. Female students represent less 
than 2 / 5ths of the population in tertiary education in sub-Saharan Africa. Only 38% of women 
were enrolled in tertiary education in 2005.In addition, female students tend to be more 
concentrated in the humanities, arts and social sciences, and they are less present in science 
and technology subjects. In 2005, female students accounted for only 40% of the total 
enrollment in sub - Saharan Africa in technical and vocational education. 
Although good progress has been made over the past 10 years in addressing the existing 
gender imbalance in education and development in sub - Saharan Africa, socio-cultural, 
economic and political challenges remain as obstacles of the education of girls in the region. 
FAWE aims to address these issues through its advocacy role and interventions aimed at 
creating the conditions for eliminating gender disparities and promoting girls' education and 
development. 
Legislation tools and women empowerment policies that are used to empower women in 
South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi were discussed and analysed above in chapter one. The 
discussion and analysis was brief considering that the research focus is not on legislative 
tools. This part of the thesis about legislative tools will help to augment the analysis above 
with literature review only.  
4.18 Chapter Summary 
This chapter explored different concepts in literature relating to subordination of women in 
leadership positions. The major issues that describe the subordination of women in their roles 
in organisations were reviewed from different scholars. It is recognised that subordination 
can be mitigated in the workplace. The literature revealed that women in leadership positions 
struggle with workplace, societal, cultural and family demands and discrimination. The 
literature review showed that contributing factors of subordination are important in 
understanding the invisibility of women in senior leadership positions. There is evidence from 
other scholars that women leaders remain invisible even with quality and advanced 
education. While the literature provides sound reasons for not having many women in senior 
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leadership positions, arguments do not adequately deal with the critical issue of how the 
entrenched early background training and patriarchal tensions, work hijacking and 
capitulating in the SSA region affect women in senior leadership positions. The next chapter 
integrates the research findings with literature review.  
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CHAPTER 5: DATA INTEGRATION AND DISCUSSION 
Torture the data, and it will confess to anything. 
Ronald Coase 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter is an integration of data and existing literature. To reiterate, the research aim 
was to explore the factors that contribute to the subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions in sub - Saharan Africa. The literature aimed to explore how scholars have theorised 
or conceptualised the subordination of women in senior leadership positions. In chapter three 
categories and subcategories emerging from the data were presented in Table 3.1. These 
findings are integrated with the current literature and discussed in this Chapter. The study 
aims to contribute knowledge in leadership in SSA. 
RO2: To explore to what extent these factors can be overcome by women in senior leadership 
positions and RO3: To develop an understanding on how the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions affect their role within organisation have been met in this chapter 
discussion. The main category was subordination. 
5.2 Subordination  
The advantage of Simmel’s work (1908) translated in 2014, is that it relates domination and 
subordination within a social organisation principle (Bianco, 2014). This consideration helps 
to understand how society is organised and power regulating structures that result in 
inequalities. Simmel’s work is important for the purposes of this thesis, not only because of 
social stratification, but more importantly of its support of the systemic changes, which 
underpin the shifts occurring in the experience of women in leadership and their subordination 
and in their understanding of it in their positions. 
5.2.1 Subordination - Accepting the Status Quo 
The study found that although women in leadership have been exposed to subordination, 
they describe and accept it as part of cultural and religious practices, as well as upbringing. 
Across the three countries and the Indian, Shona, Chewa and Zulu cultures, the participants 
were quick to point out that they were brought up and socialised with the belief that men are 
superior to them and therefore a subordinate status was expected of a woman. The 
participants emphasised that this was also the case with their parents as they were growing 
up and they too are living the same gender roles today. In SSA most cultures emphasise 
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gender roles with men being the providers and heads of families whilst women’s roles are to 
perpetuate the male lineage, look after family and the daily activities expected of a woman 
such as cleaning and washing and looking after the children (Chigwata, 2016; Biri & 
Mutambwa, 2013; Dodo, 2013). 
The findings further suggest that the acceptance of subordination due to cultural, religious 
and traditional beliefs extends to organisational culture whereby women consciously or tacitly 
voluntarily subordinate to men in the workplace.  
5.2.1 Voluntary Subordination, Self-awareness and Career Decision-Making 
The findings show that interviewees strongly view leadership as a male space and as a result 
avoid claiming ownership of the same space. According to Bierama (2016), women in 
leadership are aware that gendered organisational images of ideal workers are males and 
refer to this as troubling notions of the “Ideal” (Male) leader, which undermines their status 
and work once they advance into a leadership position, due to the pressure not appear too 
masculine or too feminine. Evidence suggests that positions of leadership are occupied 
mostly by males thereby reinforcing these levels of the hierarchy as masculine spaces 
(Burton & Lieberman, 2017).  
Participant voices suggest that women have a role they play in reinforcing and acknowledging 
that leadership is a male space. According to the role congruity theory (RCT), there is a 
perception that women do not fit in some levels within an organisation’s leadership 
organogram. This is based on an assumption that to be successful in leadership one’s 
characteristics or personality ascribe to men by tradition and social stereotypes (Rosette et 
al., 2016).  
This study found that this belief was so entrenched in the women’s minds over time that the 
interviewed women leaders even preferred to have male superiors over a woman leader. This 
situation is an indication of a struggle within women to accept other women as leaders or 
authority figures. This is perhaps reflective of an internalised oppression and the subsequent 
inability of women to view themselves as leaders, due to their discomfort with occupying 
space in leadership. Unfortunately, this negation of one’s leadership potential contributes to 
the problem of small percentages of women at the top across a variety of industries in SSA.  
5.3 Patriarchy 
Patriarchy is a form of subordination and SSA is highly patriarchal (Shoola, 2014). It was 
found that male domination is supported by religion or culture. For instance, some women 
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subordinate to men in adherence to the biblical hierarchy. Chireshe and Chimoyi (2019) 
contextualise a connection between religion and the domination of women by men, noting 
that it is undeniable that woman is bound to live under the man and that the Bible supports 
patriarchy. Beyers (2017) supports this position and states that religion hinders the 
advancement of women. 
Therefore, as the bible supports patriarchy, men may choose to subordinate women using 
the scriptures and other social structures, such as the church and the family, in which justifies 
male superiority reinforces patriarchy (Walby, 2013). Interview responses from women in 
leadership across the racial spectrum showed that patriarchy was perpetuated consciously 
or subconsciously by the actions and behaviours of women in adherence to their culture. 
Women are conditioned to accept and embrace their subordinate positions according to what 
they are taught their beliefs. This then spills-over to the workplace.  
Some of the responses from women suggest that their subordination by men and male 
exclusive leadership are the norm. This is a barrier to their advancement (Chengadu & Makan 
- Lakha, 2017). In patriarchy, religion and culture empower men who then using their power 
impose and drive from the top some traditions, and cultural norms and practices (Tamale, 
2014). Examples from the findings to make a point is the prescriptive dress code imposed on 
women in Malawi. This practice discriminates and support injustice towards women. but 
accepted by the women because of power dynamics. It might be deduced that in relation to 
culture and religion, women in senior leadership positions exercise blind obedience to 
authority. Participants from all three countries demonstrated that patriarchy is instilled into 
the women’s minds during their upbringing. 
5.4 Cultural Background, Religion and Society 
Kaplin et al. (2017) discusses the personality theories and elaborates that personality 
development takes place mostly in childhood and when one reaches adolescence the 
process stabilises. In other words, owing to compromised childhood, even the strongest, most 
intelligent, and highly capable women who reach leadership positions may subconsciously 
not have enough confidence, belief in their own capabilities to challenge their male 
counterparts.  
Interviewees who receive the necessary support from their parents, particularly fathers, 
indicated how they found the support highly affirmative. In the same vein, males raised with 
patriarchal cultural or religious beliefs, who undermine women may also carry the same 
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beliefs into the workplace. This is perhaps the greatest influence of society, religion and 
culture on the subordination of women in leadership positions. The associated values 
mentioned by the participants were as follows:  
• Culturally, women are cultivated to prioritise marriage and family life over any career 
aspirations. As advanced education and high professional achievement seem to make a 
woman undesirable/ a threat to a potential suitor or husband, women limit their 
professional aspirations. in this sense, the participants’ responses pointed out that women 
are raised to have a submissive conduct of mannerisms, body language, speech, to name 
a few, which when subconsciously carried into the workplace may undermine their 
authority. 
• Most Cultures, societies and religions agree that men should lead households, families, 
and finances. Women may subconsciously carry the same submission into the workplace.  
• Parents/society are more protective and judgemental of women, which discourages them 
from socialising from an early age. The resulting submissiveness may grow into a 
woman’s inability to network in later years, while male networks built from early ages. Both 
males and females are taught to respect and submit more to male authority. 
5.5 Capitulating and Work Hijacking  
Some interviewees asserted that women in leadership are also viewed as sexual objects like 
any other woman, but discretely. The role of a woman in the home and church as a 
subordinate influences men’s perception of a woman in senior leadership position. For 
example, a case was explained whereby a male executive was described as “hopping into 
every woman in leadership’s bed.” 
The findings further indicate that women endure workplace harassment through verbal 
abuse, sexual harassment and not getting credit for their work. It was revealed by five 
participants from all three countries that women are subjected to sexual abuse whilst trying 
to get opportunities and promotions to top positions in leadership and some of these sexual 
favours were noticed on business trips. This was a sensitive subject matter to some 
interviewees. Participants noted that when women face workplace harassment, organisations 
do not provide any support whatsoever. Therefore, they take the frustrations home and their 
wellbeing deteriorates.  
The above developments foreground that because women experience the barriers of 
harassment, sexual abuse and work hijacking, they do not do anything about it in order to 
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protect their vulnerable positions. When women try to challenge this harassment, they lose 
their jobs as demonstrated in the participants’ responses. 
It was found that women in leadership positions are not willing to compete with men for job 
trip spaces, training and sponsorship, as they prefer to be appraised and not proactively seek 
for appraisals. In organisations, receiving credit for work done matters because the perceived 
value one brings to the organisation plays a determinant role in promotion decisions, salary 
increments, and work assignments. It was found that women in senior leadership positions 
face credit stealers. Their work is hijacked and as such miss on opportunities to be recognised 
for more senior positions. 
Work hijacking therefore systematically undermines women in senior leadership positions. 
Avenues of organisational support do not always focus on the recognition of people who 
deserve it, and this adds to the stress of women in senior leadership position. The distressed 
women leaders’ failure to seek help results in them finding it difficult to seek help when their 
situations are overwhelming, further resorting to voluntarily opting out of leadership positions 
in search for other job opportunities or entrepreneurship.  
There was no evidence of work hijacking in the literature review of women in leadership, 
although in this study except for one participant all women were victim of work hijacking at 
some point in their careers and their credit passed on mostly to male colleagues. Although a 
comprehensive search was done on work hijacking and capitulating, most research to date 
has not focussed on these hidden barriers affecting women on their career trajectory. 
5.6 Education and Promotions 
Most scholars have discussed the discrimination against girls and the preference to educate 
the boy child in SSA (Ombati & Ombati, 2012; Shizha, 2017; Njiraini, 2019). All participants 
in the study had obtained university degrees as summarised in Table 2.1. This would suggest 
that education was no longer for the boy child only and statistics have shown that more 
women are graduating from universities. The Southern African Regional African Universities 
(SARAU, 2012) reported a trend of more women graduating from universities that was 
observed. Evidence of social policies or law mechanisms for promoting women’s 
empowerment exist in all three countries under study (UN, 2015).  
South Africa enrolment figures for female students was higher at 58.1% against 41.9% for 
male students as stated in a statistics report on post school education and training (Post-
School Education and Training in South Africa (DHET), 2016). In Zimbabwe the number of 
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students who graduate annually is estimated to be around thirty thousand, according to 
statistics released by the from Ministry of Higher and Tertiary Education, but the majority of 
them up to about 80 % have no formal employment (Zimbabwe Economic Policy Analysis 
and Research Unit (ZEPARU), 2016). 
In Malawi, only 6 percent of citizens aged 45 and over are educated above the primary school 
level, while people aged 24 - 18 constitute 24 % of Malawians who have achieved an 
educational level above primary school. Thirty percent of citizens aged 45 years and over 
have no formal education at all, whereas only 4 percent of those under 25 years of age have 
no formal education (Education Report Malawi, 2016).  
Women empowerment frameworks perceive education as a tool against poverty and a means 
of empowerment. In essence, women in SSA are well educated but after attaining the 
necessary qualifications and secured employement, they experience “sticky floors”. Apart 
from “sticky floors”, they do not receive opportunities for employment. Those who do, face 
the “glass ceiling” as a participant with two PhD’s affirmed “the glass ceiling is still real”. The 
women graduating in foreign countries, mainly South Africa battle to find jobs. However, when 
opportunities are found, their qualifications are mocked and undermined.  
Family was found to have a great influence on the academic achievements of the participants 
across all racial groups. The finding that participants had high academic qualifications up to 
professorship levels while lacking employment and promotion opportunities is perhaps an 
indication that education is not the only driving force for women to senior or executive 
leadership positions as emphasised in the policy development. It seems that legislative 
measures are limited and insufficient (Chiloane - Tsoka, 2012), because statistics show an 
underrepresentation of women at the top of the career ladder (UN, 2015). 
The participants stated that men who are less qualified than these educated receive 
promotions and better rewards. Women in senior leadership positions noted that they work 
extra hard (“doubly hard “) to meet organisational demands, but still earn much less than 
men. This corroborates the argument in literature that gender pay gaps still exist (Ebrahim & 
Lilenstein, 2019; Ntuli & Kwenda, 2020). Furthermore, the study found that women in 
leadership positions resort to horizontal job movements in search for pay increases and are 
overwhelmed with stress when stuck in one job. 
The findings showed that although these women were highly qualified academically, in 
organisations their qualifications are undervalued and overlooked for promotions resulting in 
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despair and focus on personal development or higher qualifications. All the women who 
participated in the study were enrolled in some form of qualification, including a 69-year-old 
candidate who intended to register for her PhD. Their experiences included extensive 
horizontal job movements and none of them had been in CEO positions in corporate or 
government organisations. Three of the participants who resigned from their jobs currently 
run their businesses as entrepreneurs. This trend undeniably contributes to the invisibility of 
women in senior leadership positions and negates the perception that education for all will 
assist women in attaining positions of senior leadership. 
5.7 Individual Barriers, Networking and Limiting Ambitions 
In SSA, the devotion of women to family, irrespective of race, was found to override all other 
commitments including top leadership positions (Padavic, Ely & Reid, 2020). The findings on 
the subordination of women in senior leadership positions show that some women in 
leadership positions reject offers to executive positions for their families, thereby creating 
individual barriers. Furthermore, some interviewees preferred to remain in their positions 
thereby limiting their career progression and remaining in lower positions under men. This 
finding was emphasised by a Malawian and Zimbabwean participant of colour and in South 
Africa by a white participant. An Indian Participant had resigned from her director position 
with a company, she had worked for more than a decade citing long distance travelling and 
not spending quality time with her children as the main reasons.  
Similarly, in a study conducted by Mpofu (2019), six female heads of schools interviewed 
confirmed that they would rather stay in lower positions to remain with their husbands and 
children. This extends to exiting of senior leadership positions according to a finding in this 
research whereby three of the most educated participants started their own businesses, two 
in consulting and a third in executive recruitment search. Linge, Sikalieh, and Onyango (2016) 
explain that these women eventually exit from the corporate organisations and opt to work in 
smaller organisations, move to academia or start their own businesses. Others choose to 
remain at middle management level, which then hampers their ability to ascend to CEO 
positions. 
Another finding was that women leaders refused executive positions because they are male 
dominated and perceived to be lonely. Ngomane (2017) contends that in attempting to go up 
the corporate ladder, women consider the difficulties they observe the women already in 
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leadership going through. Subsequent to this they choose not to apply for these positions 
which ultimately affects their career movements upward. 
The internalisation of gender specified roles, which prioritises marriage and family, rather 
than career progression, may be a contributing factor to the women’s reluctance to apply for 
executive roles or deny these positions. According to Hurley and Choudhary (2016), women 
in leadership positions, who have a family often make choices that necessitate leaving the 
position or opportunities of ascending to a leadership position because work schedules do 
not allow adequate family time or dual responsibilities.  
Women currently live according to societal expectations at their own expense, namely the 
opportunity to network. Participants in various situations and circumstances, avoid 
opportunities to connect with other leaders because of their identity as “an ideal woman” does 
not allow them to be seen in the company of men. Interviewees, mostly from Zimbabwe and 
Malawi, contended that they would subscribe to cultural values and forgo networking. In 
South Africa, a highly qualified woman leader would lock herself up in her hotel room on 
business trips because she argued that her seniors’ conduct was against her values. Women 
inadvertently avoid the opportunities to discuss advancement in their careers.  
5.8 Race Card 
In the study, racism was viewed differently by participants depending on their race, 
situatedness and ontological position. The themes in Critical Race Theory (CRT) are race, 
power and law which society use to understand and examine the relationships amongst 
people (Rollock & Dixson, 2016). In South Africa, a woman of colour confirmed she feared 
the white race until she was over 40, because of apartheid. White Afrikaans team members 
in an organisation would use their language to the disadvantage of the woman of colour. 
Consequently, she lacked willingness to learn other business languages like Afrikaans. 
Racial sensitivity affected her ability to fit within other contexts or negotiate her leadership 
space. On the contrary, a white participant argued that “any woman in leadership who speaks 
about race has a chip on her shoulder and is weak”. Another white woman leader presented 
her side of racism, explaining that it is not about colour, citing that she too is a victim of racism.  
The participant different views on this matter show that race is influenced by one’s standpoint 
(Moya, 2011). This contestation presents a subtle barrier, hindering women from being open 
minded in navigating their leadership spaces within context: for example, keeping quiet in 
retaliation and not speaking up timeously or seeking resolution. This contradiction in women 
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in the same leadership space indicates the lack of sensitivity to an individual’s background, 
thus compromising relationship building. Race and racism can be constructively confronted. 
5.9 Support Structures and Survival Strategies 
This study found that one of the challenges to the eradication of subordination and ensuring 
gender equality in leadership positions lie in the women’s lack of support to succeed into 
senior leadership positions. Janes, Carter, and Rourke (2020) encourage women to mentor 
women. The finding is that women leaders often favour men and subordinate other women 
colleagues. This can be explicated through the Queen Bee concept.  
Corroborating the findings of this study, Gabrielli et al. (2018) agree that family and social 
structures as a support system affect the behaviours and attitudes for women leaders.  
The participant attested to surviving in their positions by working doubly hard, as a strategy 
for success (Chengadu & Scheepers, 2017). They related how women leaders in a range of 
professional fields such as accounting, consulting, law, engineering and medicine navigated 
their careers while considering the role of emerging markets in their work. The participants 
pointed out that they were not open about their views for fear of losing their jobs and lacked 
the confidence to confront and speak up about issues such as capitulating.  
Chengadu and Scheepers (2017) describe elements of success for women in leadership as 
push or pull characteristics as in Table 5.1 below. Participants in this research exuded 
qualities, which fell within the push characteristics that enabled them to survive in their 
positions but were falling short of qualities for the pull characteristics, which would enable 
leaders to be appealing and influential to others. 
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Table 5.1: 












Adopted from Chengadu and Scheepers (2017, p.234) 
5.10 Leadership, Identity Shifts and Entrepreneurship 
The findings showed that women in leadership prioritised their work performance over 
building relationships in the workplace. Women preferred not to network in order to 
accommodate their second shifts at home. Another finding was that women in leadership lack 
a fundamental identity shift as they always consider how their work will fit with external 
relationships such as marriage. Married women in leadership positions contend that if 
spousal support was considered reasonably sufficient, they would not care much about their 
earnings and progressing in their careers. 
It was found that single women worked harder on career progression but narrated how it 
affected their opportunities for marriage according to societal expectations. In the research, 
widowed participants confirmed that they had started considering progressing in their careers 
after losing their husbands. These participants would start at middle management positions 
at later stages of their lives. This factor can result in a lack of skills for women in the business 
world and their limited exposure to business and little or no experience in corporate 
leadership. The above considerations limit the career options and consequently affect the 
170 of 323 
number of women in C-suit. The lack of fair remuneration and unfavourable work conditions 
also push women to entrepreneurship. This is in line with the push and pull theory, which 
explains why women currently resort to entrepreneurship because of unemployment (Anwar 
& Rashid, 2011). Additionally, these women leaders currently exit leadership because 
organisations keep on shifting goal posts for them. 
5.11 Gender Stereotyping and Discrimination 
The study found that unlike men, women are not afforded interviews, while those in 
employment lack promotion opportunities and are unfairly remunerated due to gender 
stereotyping. One participant was told she was not married and therefore did not need the 
money, another participant was given the reason that the husband was rich enough, while 
other participants generalised and perceived pay gap as being associated with their gender. 
The leadership aspirations of the interviewed women leaders was found to diminish because 
of challenges in gender stereotyping. 
Gender ideology perpetuates subordination and is often rooted in early experience and 
fuelled by different societal expectations. According to the participants, women leaders pause 
a threat to the patriarchal ideologies of men in the workplace and males find it uncomfortable 
to be told what to do by a female. One participant stated that males used their age to 
intimidate her, which resulted in a fear of destabilising the ship. Gender stereotyping can 
promote aggressive behaviour (Morales, Yubero & Larrañaga, 2016). When women make 
use of family friendly policies, this works against them because of gender stereotyping. The 
literature also points out that women hesitate to use their institutions family-friendly policies 
due to the possible existence of a user-penalty (Williams, Kilanski & Muller, 2014). 
5.12 Chapter Summary 
This chapter analysed the collected data and discussed the emerging themes, including the 
structural, cultural, and practical constraints experienced by women in senior leadership 
positions. Credibility of the research is supported by the process of combining the data 
analysis emerging categories with pre-existing literature. This research intended to close the 
gap on the causes for the subordination of women in senior leadership, as policy is made by 
men, while disregarding the voices and actual experiences of women, thus providing 
solutions, which do not directly speak to the experiences of women and actually never solve 
anything. For policy to work, it should be derived de facto from the positions of women and 
directed beyond the apparent problems.  
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This thesis argues for women-centred policy and decision-making in order to end this type of 
subordination. The study found that the subordination of women in senior leadership positions 
is partly shaped in the women’s childhood, as well as cultural and religious, backgrounds, 
over a long period across all racial groups. It is imperative therefore to provide more support, 
show more appreciation for the leadership of women to improve their retention in the top 
positions in SSA. The causes of women falling off the career trajectory, which emerged from 
the findings, but were not deeply investigated in literature, included work hijacking and 
capitulating.  
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CHAPTER 6: THEORETICAL INTERPRETATIONS AND CONCEPTUAL 
FRAMEWORK 




This chapter presents a conceptual framework and exposes the factors that contribute to the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions in Sub-Saharan Africa. The 
researcher’s position was to explore, extract and understand the meaning of the 
subordination of senior women leaders. According to Moon and Blackman (2014) theoretical 
thinking and self-awareness were used to obtain knowledge of reality.  
The factors contributing to subordination and relationships amongst the different variables in 
the study are demonstrated in the final conceptual framework (Osanloo & Grant, 2016). The 
conceptual framework is presented in this chapter as Figure 6.2 however Figure 6.1 below is 
the initial framework, a cause and effect diagram showing factors contributing to 
subordination and their associated effects. The core category in this study is subordination 
depicted by a woman in the centre of the circle. 
6.2 The Core Category (Circle Centre) 
The participants explicated their understanding of the nature of subordination and provided 
accounts of personal experiences of the phenomenon and its associated factors in their lives 
and those of others. Data grounded in interviews showed that the subordination of women 
leaders in SSA is a complex phenomenon arising from various interlinked and interlocking 
systems of oppression.  
Considering upbringing and cultural scenarios in the experiences, it was deduced that 
leadership is influenced by cultural and religious indoctrination and societal norms on which 
the various women in leadership base their ontological positions. The participants’ 
experiences foregrounded the fact that there are beliefs, which are forged in early childhood 
and anchored in deep emotions. As indicated in the data excerpts presented in appendix, 
women in senior leadership positions have made sense of self, sense of professional self, 
the professional sense of others in relation to their environments, the organisational contexts 
and the social structures to which they belong. The resulting emotional limitations in turn 
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affect the way in which subordination is perpetuated in organisations leading to women’s 
invisibility in top leadership positions. 
6.3 Factors Contributing to Subordination (Inner Circle) 
The factors contributing to the subordination of women in senior leadership positions are 
presented inside the circle and their effects /consequences are on the periphery of the circle. 
These factors and consequences grounded in the data are extensively discussed in chapter 
3 using participants’ verbatim quotations.  
6.4 The Effects/Consequences of Subordination (Outer Circle) 
Participants shared effects of subordination in their career trajectories including emotional 
distress. Lacking promotion opportunities, remaining in middle management positions for a 
long time prompted them to move horizontally in their job movements in search for higher 
salaries or to avoid burnout. Executive leadership positions are perceived as lonely and some 
women in those positions are labelled queen bees. 
Although highly educated and qualifying for positions, some women in leadership are 
experiencing self-imposed joblessness because they cannot deal with their subordinate 
status and its effects. Some participants refused to apply for higher positions, hence being 
“refusing leaders” and add to the invisibility of women leaders. Entrepreneurship is also 
regarded as an escape route. Figure 6.1 below presents the initial framework. 
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6.5 Initial Conceptual Framework 















Source: Researcher’s own work 
The aim of the research was to answer the research question: What factors contribute to the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions in sub-Saharan Africa? The conceptual 
framework is developed by integrating the participants’ perceptions and categories obtained 
from three levels of coding processes. This approach is supported by Charmaz (2014), who 
advises that the development of GT theory, involves the identification of the “categories” 
grounded in the data.  
Whilst factors contributing to subordination of women in senior leadership positions in SSA 
are outlined in initial framework (inner circle) and consequences are outlined in the outer 
circle, they do not highlight the interrelatedness of the variables in the subordination process. 
Neither does the initial framework clearly show the three pillars of subordination identified in 
the study nor the exit points in leadership resulting from identified effects. It was therefore 
necessary to discuss these tenets in a final conceptual framework, Figure 6.2. below. 
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6.6 Final Conceptual Framework 














Source: Researcher’s own work 
The conceptual analysis undertaken identified three categories, which can be used to 
describe the subordination of women in senior leadership positions in SSA. The three 
categories identified and related to the analysed data are individual, organisational and social 
structures, as shown in the final conceptual framework. Categories from data analysis that 
best describe each of these levels are interrelated and used to explain the subordination of 
women in senior leadership positions. Figure 6.2 depicts the complexity of subordination of 
women in senior leadership positions. 
The subordination tenets are organised into three groups and discussed as follows:  
6.6.1 Subordination Level 1 - Individual 
This concept depicts the woman leader’s position in relation to how she enables or responds 
to subordination in a leadership position. It relates to the apparent contradiction that women 
are only subordinated by men in senior leadership positions and proposes that women at 
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times voluntarily subordinate to men. Childhood development background and culture often 
shape the women’s response to subordination in later years, which in turn influences their 
developmental and leadership experiences.  
Women de facto identify themselves by gender/race because of the internalised oppression, 
which then perpetuates this voluntary subordination (Seet, 2019). Multiple and perpetual 
back-and-forth identity shifts in the women from a working professional, to mother, 
grandmother, wife, daughter, deacon, to name a few, tend to favour these other roles over 
their career, causing the women to derail from the trajectory. In this research, women stated 
that they have a need for social belonging and subdue to societal pressure to conform to 
social norms. This is supported by Mwale and Dodo (2017), who found that despite gender 
equality initiatives in place, the gender role expectations and societal perceptions of women 
leaders force them to allow their family roles to override all other roles. 
The experiences of participants showed that they make sacrifices on their professional 
journey because of the incompatibility between their personal lives, which include marriage 
choices, role conflict and work demands. Women do enable or perpetuate predominant 
perceptions of gender and leadership by acknowledging and believing that leadership is a 
male space to which they should not lay a claim. 
Another finding is that part of the problem of invisibility of women in senior leadership 
positions is a result of some women refusing to be in those positions for fear of discrimination, 
loneliness, and even particular life cycle phases. Apart from refusing leaders, there are 
women who do not apply for leadership positions because of their perception that such 
positions are not conducive to work life balance. Those women leaders who have made it to 
the top are reported to subordinate other women instead of supporting and mentoring them 
to similar executive positions and prefer favouring men. The participation of these women, 
called the Queen Bees in sponsoring men results in fewer women in top leadership positions 
(Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers, 2016). 
The relegation of the women leaders’ emotional expression in the workplace to their private 
lives represents a constraint to their wellbeing, because emotions are under more scrutiny 
than those of men. Because of this scrutiny, women often hide their emotions in the workplace 
and “cry “at home to avoid being judged as overly emotional and lacking in emotional control. 
This emotional suppression undermines their professional legitimacy and behaviour. In the 
long term, such emotions become overwhelming causing these women to seek horizontal job 
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movements for the same salary or slightly more, leading to job hop and limiting the amount 
of skills and experience to move to executive leadership positions.  
6.6.2 Subordination Level 2 - Social Structures 
Society at one point was against girls becoming learned how much more about obtaining a 
leadership position. Sociocultural beliefs and practices were amongst the factors that brought 
about the subordination of women in senior leadership positions. Religion was singled out by 
many participants as important and empowering factor in their successes as individuals. 
However, the hierarchy imposed by religious beliefs was influential in how women 
participated in leadership positions. These beliefs and principles guided the participants’ 
leadership style.  
Family was highlighted by all participants as another important and critical factor in their life 
choices. In terms of education, participants explicated how family positively influenced their 
studies. Cultural dynamics were described in work relationships, highlighting that men in 
leadership positions, displayed gender stereotypes according to their culture demonstrating 
that the hierarchy that prevails in society is carried into the workplace to subordinate women 
regardless of their high standard of education (Bianco, 2014).  
The experiences of participants showed that they bring into leadership their other identities, 
such as wife, which conflict with their leadership roles. Being a wife comes with societal norms 
and expectations, which impose limitations on the women leader’s networking, and 
engagement in business activities, such as trips and male relationships, such as mentorship. 
Apart from limiting other relationships with men, women leaders’ roles as wives is seen as a 
factor that contributes to their unwillingness to ascend to more senior positions associated 
with more responsibility. The reason for this unwillingness is that they were brought up to 
believe that the husband is the provider and as such make career decisions depending on 
him. Hence, it can be inferred that social structures shape their developmental and leadership 
experiences, which include falling off the leadership ladder or becoming refusing leaders by 
not accepting leadership positions or not applying for these positions when opportunities 
arise. 
6.6.2.1 Marriages 
The influence of marriage on a woman’s career cannot be underestimated as 
inequality/imbalances in expectations between partners turn into disadvantages, which may 
work against women in the workplace. In as much as being unmarried may allow women 
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more professional flexibility and autonomy around decisions, for instance, it too has its own 
disadvantages for women. On this point, participants raised the following issues: 
• Marriage imposes restrictions on women in terms of the amount of time, travel, socialising 
and networking that women are allowed to spend on their careers by their partners. Some 
women are restricted from travelling for work engagements, socialising with colleagues or 
communicating with them outside of what the partners deem normal working hours. 
• Some women with husbands, who are not as highly achieving professionally, voluntarily 
or involuntarily limit their career progression for fear of upsetting the perceived balance of 
power/importance in the marriage. 
• Money is one of the greatest motivations for women to pursue career progression. Once 
it is no longer a factor, some women with husbands, who provide well financially, may 
need other drivers, which may not always be obvious.  
• Some whose financial need are fully taken care of by their husbands and who are still 
motivated to succeed, are still limited by their colleagues or managers’ biased beliefs that 
they do not need the progression. 
• In some instances, the advancement of single women in leadership positions is 
undermined by their status. Colleagues sometimes mistakenly take that as an invitation 
into one’s personal life. One of the participants stated that she was denied a promotion 
because she was unmarried and without a family to take care of. She also related having 
colleagues who attempted to use professional networking events as opportunities to 
“marry her off”. 
6.6.2.2 Family 
Feedback from the participants shows echoed sentiments that starting a family weighs more 
heavily on females than on males. Culture, religion and society have positioned financial 
provision as a male duty, while the onus/expectation for all other family related 
duties/services mostly lies on females. Both sides of the coin undermine the professional 
aspirations of females. On this point, the participants stated the following: 
• Having children during a woman’s career generally means a slower trajectory than when 
they have no children, as the former requires them to take time out of their careers for 
motherhood. The time out is due to factors like maternity leave, frequent doctor’s visits 
during pregnancy and child infancy, less flexibility/availability to work long hours, 
weekends, and travel restrictions, which men are often readily available to do? Certain 
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work environments may not be friendly for pregnant women or breastfeeding women. 
These factors cause employer bias towards male employees even when women prove 
that they can still meet their deliverables. 
• While women that have children early in their careers may never have the opportunity to 
prioritise their careers, the women that do prioritise their careers over starting families 
may quickly work themselves to leadership positions, but once there, if they start a family 
then that, again, slows the trajectory down. 
6.6.3 Subordination Level 3 – Organisational Context 
All participants spoke about the lack of promotions, which impedes the women’s ascent to 
more senior leadership positions. Whilst women wait for these promotions, they fail to realise 
that professional social networks give men greater access to information and support. The 
isolation and exclusion of women also results in the lack of influential mentors. Gender 
stereotyping in organisations increase the chances of invisible barriers such as sticky floors, 
glass ceiling and concrete ceilings.  
Women leaders in their experiences have witnessed capitulating in organisations, which 
demeans the woman’s position and reduce them to sexual objects and as such, they remain 
in subordinate positions. All women complained about pay gaps and the lack of transparency 
in remuneration, which forces them to seek other jobs. The responses stated that women are 
often talked down to by male colleagues and the perception from participants was that women 
in leadership positions go through formal education, work hard and secure employment, but 
financial literacy prevents them from getting to the C-suite. 
Women with physically dominating presence, whose voice is strong in meetings, are 
relegated to junior positions by both male and female superiors. This harassment extends to 
work hijacking and women have to work harder and in the words of participants “twice as 
hard “as men to receive any recognition. 
6.6.3.1 Corporate Ideology and Female Stereotypes 
The ideologies around what the perceived perfect employee looks like, how they conduct 
themselves, and their work ethic, for instance, are deeply regressive in nature and biased in 
favour of all forms of male-like traits, both from personality to physical traits. Negative 
stereotypes about women, shared by society, further exacerbate the undermining of women 
in leadership. To this effect, the participants raised the following points: 
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• It is a widely accepted notion that there is no place for emotions in any professional 
capacity, particularly in leadership positions. This is used to discriminate against females 
in leadership as they are believed to “think” with their emotions.  
• Questions must be raised as to whether: 
- having emotions inhibits one’s ability to make any logical decisions. 
- high emotional intelligence is really not a requisite for leadership. 
• Female leaders often feel the need to assimilate to male leadership styles to be successful 
in their positions and command the same respect rather than using their own strengths. 
For example, using a firm tone and “hardness” to bulldoze their way around (trying to 
prove they can be as hard as man) overusing compassion and understanding to gain 
support and loyalty.  
• This may be behind the perception that female leaders victimise their subordinates as 
they carry an inferiority complex, which leads them to overcompensating and ultimately 
antagonising their employees. Not all women leaders have a complex or try 
overcompensating, but the perception is damaging. 
• Because the workplace has always been thought of as a male environment, women are 
generally less trusted to deliver. Their work is overly scrutinised and subjected to more 
bureaucracy, which often causes delays, which in turn come across as their own 
inefficiencies.  
• Women do not withstand other women in leadership positions. At face value, it may seem 
that women inherently do not support each other, whereas this may be as a result of: 
- Competition for the few leadership roles, which are available to women.  
- A form of internalised patriarchal oppression/internalised sexism where women have 
been led to believe and spread all sorts of stereotypes, which affirm why men make 
better leaders. Example of the stereotypes that undermine women as leaders, 
particularly where some true examples may extremely further propagate the notion, 
are: 
▪ Women “think with emotions” 
▪ Women are moody/ petty  
• Women use their femininity/sleep around to get ahead (questioning credibility even for 
women who work hard and achieve by merit). 
• Women in leadership are afraid of competition from younger women so they do not mentor 
them. 
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6.7 Chapter Summary 
The conceptual framework was drawn after conducting a full literature review in chapter four 
and data integration in chapter five. The latter was used to cross-reference the data with 
existing literature to test its validity. The conceptual framework presented the variables in 
subordination showing their interrelatedness including the context within which subordination 
occurs.  
The second part of the framework focused on the how the subordination of women 
contributes to their invisibility and lower numbers in senior leadership positions. The proposed 
conceptual framework makes provision for further modification depending on changes of 
context or availability of fresh data or new insights, which were not presented at the time of 
its development. This is in accordance with the basic premise that social phenomena evolve. 
The next Chapter 7 focusses on recommendations based on the findings and discussion in 
preceding chapters. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CRITICAL 
REFLECTIONS 
Our ability to break the cycles of inequality as women leaders depends on our willingness to 




Chapter 7 revisits the previous chapters and the major conclusions are drawn and 
emphasised. A discussion is provided on answering the main research question and the sub-
questions in line with research findings. The theoretical, methodological and practical 
contributions are unpacked. This is followed by a presentation of the study limitations and 
directions for future research. Lastly recommendations and conclusions are made.  
7.2 Overview of Chapters 
Chapter One contextualises the research by exploring the subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions in SSA, particularly in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi. Women 
remain relatively underrepresented in senior leadership positions. The need for the research 
is pointed out and research problem outlined. The current gap in women leadership studies 
in Africa concerning the invisibility of women in executive positions and the lack of literature 
on women leaders in a non-western context is indicated. Research questions and research 
objectives are also formulated.  
Chapter Two presents insights related to the research methodology, philosophical positions 
and research designs. Open-ended interviews were used to achieve the GT, whilst memos, 
and data coding were used to analyse the data and discuss the findings. The researcher 
spent many hours in the field conducting theoretical sampling, interviewing and conducting 
the ongoing constant comparative analysis of vast amounts of data. This was done to achieve 
the main RO, which is: To explore factors that contribute to the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Chapter Three discusses the findings using quotes from verbatim dialogues, which occurred 
between the participants and researcher. The researcher’s discussion on the insights 
provided by participants is elaborated in this chapter. All research participants contributed to 
the development of the theory by sharing their leadership experiences. The research aim ‘to 
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explore factors that contribute to the subordination of women in senior leadership positions 
in sub-Saharan Africa’ and the objectives as outlined below are addressed in this chapter. 
RO1: To generate meta insights on factors which may lead to the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions. 
RO2: To explore to what extent these factors can be overcome by women in senior leadership 
positions. 
RO3: To develop an understanding on how the subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions affect their role within organisation. 
Chapter Four is a full literature review. Key concepts in the study are reviewed including but 
not limited to subordination, leadership, education, culture, and entrepreneurship. A literature 
review is conducted after the data analysis to avoid the influence of preconceived ideas as 
explained in Chapter two under research methodology. The use of the literature in the study 
is used to build up to the next chapter five of data integration with the literature. More 
significant insights on RO3, ‘to develop an understanding on how subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions affect their role within organisation’ is gained. 
Chapter Five describes how data was integrated with the literature using key concepts in the 
study. It offers an overview of new concepts, which arose in this study, including work 
hijacking and capitulating. A literature review search done on work hijacking and capitulating 
did not yield results of the exact terms in a leadership context. It was noted that most research 
to date has not focussed on these hidden barriers, which affect women in their career 
trajectory. The rest of the categories and subcategories from the study were covered in 
literature search and integrated in this chapter, thereby adding on to the validity of the study. 
Chapter Six outlines the conceptual framework suggested for the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions. The framework is presented, and subordination is explained at 
three levels, namely individual, societal and organisational. In this chapter, RO4, ‘To develop 
a theory related to women and subordination, which may enable them to adopt a more 
assertive attitude within their role in senior leadership position’ is achieved. 
Chapter Seven provides an overview of the thesis chapters, and an overview of the research 
questions and sub-questions, research contributions, personal reflections, recommendations 
and conclusion. 
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Chapter Eight is an account of the researcher’s PhD journey with flashbacks, accounts of 
challenges, achievements and take away from the experiences gained. 
7.3 Revisiting the Research Questions and Discussion 
As discussed in chapter one the research aim was to explore the subordination of women in 
senior leadership position in sub-Saharan-Africa. The research objectives and questions 
were developed to achieve this goal. One of the objectives was to explore factors that 
contribute to the subordination of women in senior leadership positions in sub-Saharan Africa.  
7.3.1 Main Research Question  
The main research question was: What factors contribute to the subordination of women in 
senior leadership positions in sub-Saharan Africa? 
Factors that contribute to the subordination of women in senior leadership positions in sub-
Saharan Africa were established and presented in theoretical frameworks presented as 
Figure 6.1 and 6.2. Firstly, the subordination of women in SSA is a complex phenomenon, 
which arises within the organisation in a context, but also influenced largely by the woman 
leader’s background including family, religion, interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships.  
Although it is generally believed that women in leadership stay under the control of men, it 
emerged from the study that women leaders are often enablers to their own subordinate 
status by sponsoring the promotion of men, and by refusing the leadership positions and 
voluntarily staying under men due to religious, family and cultural hierarchical beliefs. The 
study concluded that within the multiplicity of forms of subordination in SSA, women assume 
a voluntary subordinate status and are subordinated due to different structures of male 
domination e.g., patriarchy, gender pay gap, and discrimination. 
Statistics of women in leadership show the number is relatively low compared to what it could 
be with the implementation and enforcement of current legal frameworks. The legal 
frameworks aimed at empowering women do not address the issues raised by the women in 
relation to their invisibility in senior leadership positions. It was found that participants do not 
believe the current regulatory frameworks work to protect them against discrimination and 
subordination practices. Consequently, there is need for proper enforcement of the numerous 
anti gender-based discriminatory legislations. The participants stated that it is important for 
organisations to support women and understand their life cycles to design policies that 
support their gender roles without judging them or discriminating against them. 
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It was found that women currently do not support each other and prefer male leadership. 
Women in top leadership positions also sponsor males over females and reinforce the belief 
that leadership is a male space. As men dominate in organisational hierarchies, there are few 
role models for women, and this perpetuates implicit beliefs that equate leadership to men.  
7.3.2 Sub-Research Question 1  
The first sub-research question (RQ1) was, what meta insights can be gained from exploring 
the subordination of women in senior leadership positions?  
The sub-objective (RO1) to generate meta insights into the factors that may lead to the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions and sub-question (RQ1) were attained 
from the initial coding and memo writing with constant comparative analysis during the 
interview process/data collection. 
The study showed that although workplace structures exist to support women, there is lack 
of proper support for women to ascend to top positions, get promotions, sponsorship and 
mentorship. Due to the weak support structures, women leaders hide their emotional 
vulnerability, cry away from work for fear of being judged, avoid seeking support and 
eventually emotionally disconnect from the workplace and seek horizontal job movement. 
Whilst this is the case, it was evident women leaders also direct their emotional energy to 
other institutions such as marriage, religion and family, where subordination is upheld and 
perpetuated. 
The study found that despite attaining high levels of education and displaying a record of 
hard work, women are still subordinated and discriminated in the workplace. Because of 
subordination, women in senior leadership positions are faced with disillusionment, lack of 
confidence, and lack of interest in senior leadership, and some are turning to 
entrepreneurship. As these setbacks exacerbate the invisibility of women in executive 
leadership positions, there is a pressing need to take proactive measures to address the 
subordination of women in SSA. 
7.3.3 Sub-Research Question 2 
The sub-question (RQ2) was ‘to what extent can these factors be overcome by women in 
senior leadership positions? 
The corresponding’ research objective was to explore to what extent these factors can be 
overcome by women in senior leadership positions. The objective and sub-question were 
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verified in Chapter 3 and a conclusion was drawn using excerpts grounded in the data. The 
latter stated that there are insufficient mechanisms in place to enable women to overcome 
subordination in Sub-Saharan Africa due to internalised oppression and deep-rooted issues 
such as patriarchy and other structural issues. 
7.3.4 Sub-Research Question 3 
The sub-question (RQ3) was ‘how has the subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions influenced their role within organisations?’ 
The corresponding objective was to develop an understanding on how the subordination of 
women in senior leadership positions affects their role within organisation. To achieve the 
objective and answer the sub-question, the findings in chapter three were reviewed and then 
integrated with the literature review in chapter five, thereby attaining RO3. It was established 
that the subordination of women in senior leadership positions has contributed to the 
invisibility of women in top positions in organisations. 
7.3.5 Sub-Research Question 4 
The sub-research question (RQ4) was ‘what theory is appropriate to build a framework that 
supports women to adopt a more assertive role in senior leadership positions? 
The corresponding research objective was to develop a theory related to women and 
subordination, which may enable them to adopt a more assertive attitude within their role in 
senior leadership positions. This was achieved during data integration in chapter five and the 
presented theoretical frameworks in Chapter 6. For the framework, all data relating to 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions was from the perspective of the 
interviewees. The theoretical framework outlined the factors contributing towards the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions, the interconnectedness of these 
factors and consequences of subordination as outlined in the findings.  
7.4 Reflexivity in Conducting the Study  
The researcher is a woman who has been in senior leadership positions in various African 
countries. Potential biases in conducting this research because of personal connection to this 
topic were avoided by identifying these areas in advance and reflecting after each interview 
and writing thoughts in the form of a memo before the next interview. An example is given in 
Figure 8.2 excerpt from my research journal. It was important to ensure that subjectivity did 
not influence the data in any way. Categories, subcategories and the theory were grounded 
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in the data. The participants’ quotes were not changed for grammar to maintain authenticity 
and not compromise meanings.  
7.5 Contribution of the Study 
The contributions of the study are discussed under three subheadings: theoretical, practical 
and methodological. 
7.5.1 Theoretical Contribution 
The study positions women in leadership positions within the context of structural elements 
in their careers and identifies the challenges presented in their roles and the subsequent 
subordinate status, which leads to their invisibility in executive positions. The study found that 
there are challenges of work hijacking and capitulating, which are often not spoken about and 
this lack of address results in the perpetuation of subordination, disconnection between the 
women’s educational attainment, relevant governing policies in organisations, and individual 
well-being in leadership. 
The study further elaborates on the complexities of subordination and the stressors, which 
directly and negatively affect women leaders. The study presents a theoretical framework 
grounded in data, which highlights the subordination of women in leadership and identifies 
the role played by the structural elements. Providing this theoretical grounding on 
subordination adds to the body of literature in SSA and contributes towards closing the 
identified gap in the literature of women leaders in a non-western context. 
7.5.2 Practical Contribution  
Practically, a conceptual framework is provided for the explication of the important factors 
critical to the ascension of women to senior leadership positions. This framework may be 
used in future research. Organisations, regulatory authorities and other stakeholders are 
provided with an opportunity to evaluate the impact of subordination and how it causes the 
the invisibility of women in senior leadership positions (Cause and effect diagram Figure 6.1). 
The other practical contribution is the use of the study in business schools as suggested by 
some participants in the research. The contribution of the study applies to a variety of 
industries and organisations. Moreover, these research findings may be used for the 
implementation of new gender initiatives in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Based on the assumption that the implementation of new gender initiatives will continue in 
sub - Saharan Africa, this research seeks to contribute to the way in which organizations and 
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legislators may implement women empowerment initiatives to attain greater numbers of 
women in senior leadership positions. 
7.5.3 Methodological Contribution 
There is no major methodological contribution. However, lessons learnt in the interview 
procedures can be valuable to novice researchers.  
7.6 Study Limitations 
Collecting data was expensive and resource intensive. It costed money, time, and other 
resources like transport from one point to another and internet access. Any random and 
haphazard element was avoided during data collection, because resources were at stake. 
Additionally, there were limitations in the available literature on women in leadership in SSA 
and literature from the West was also used for extensive literature review and data 
integration. 
7.7 Recommendations 
The previous chapters outlined the research findings and discussions, which are used to 
make recommendations. These recommendations are for the women leaders, organisations, 
policy makers, and business schools, as well as upcoming generations. Below the 
recommendations are presented in three groups, individual, social structures and 
organisations. 
7.7.1 Individual (Women in Leadership) 
• Women in leadership positions should focus on rules that are not communicated but 
displayed tacitly including words and behaviour of colleagues and seniors because they 
are walking the tight rope. According to a participant, her colleague was fired for speaking 
in meetings. It is recommended that women make more effort to understand 
organisational cultures and values to help avoid gender-based pitfalls. 
• Mentorship, in leadership positions, is recommended because mentors provide mentees 
with support assisting them to recognise their worth, how they are deserving and to 
support them in the fight for recognition, against work hijacking and gender pay gaps. 
Women in leadership should seek out these connections. One of the participants who 
succeeded to the top stated that she had a wonderful mentor and learnt a lot from this 
man. 
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• Women in C - suites, who worked hard to get to the top, should share their path to 
success, with other women, to provide a source of strength and support for women’s 
leadership development and strategies for success in leadership. This is affirmed in the 
following address (Pondayi, 2020): 
“We are strongest when we are not fighting against each other, let’s hold 
the door open when we walk through it and empower others.” (G Pondayi 
Talk on Leadership on unconscious gender bias in Food industry hosted by 
FoodBev, 10 August 2020) 
• Women leaders experiencing subordination partly because of internalised oppression 
should focus on provocative thinking for them to unlearn stereotypes, which perpetuate 
their subordinate status. Women need to make conscious efforts to separate regressive 
cultural heritage, religion and societal values from professional values in the workplace. 
• Women should work on a schedule with established work-life balance agreed upon the 
employer and all colleagues. Additionally, women should be involved in social 
responsibility initiatives or environmental issues, and not just to be seen in the workplace 
and at home.  
• Women in their career progression should work inside out and interconnectedly to ensure 
they practice inner leadership to enable them to lead others. Women should act upon 
institutions, asserting their agency as opposed to social structures prescribing how they 
ought to perform in leadership.  
• It is suggested that although women cannot escape their positionality, multiple dimensions 
of identity, identification by gender/ race, they should receive support on how to manage 
these challenges for them not to affect their abilities to progress in senior leadership 
positions. Self-actualisation courses or personal coaches and mentors should also be 
offered. 
• Women should learn to support one another and one way of achieving this is by 
implementing the African culture, which supports ubuntu. It is recommended that mutual 
accountability among female colleagues be ensured in order to take away the issue of 
pointing fingers. Secondly, work should be done on merit to avoid sexual capitulation 
allegations. Queen Bees and other women leaders should work with a life coach and 
attend leadership programs to this effect. 
• Although women in senior leadership positions alluded to the understanding that most 
organisations are still male dominated, to succeed, women should adopt strategies on 
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how to work with both men and women and in their shifting identities, learn to value 
collaboration and teamwork. 
• Women should not frequently job hop as an escape route to organisational frustrations 
because this is perceived as a career stopper, which is too fast moving for women in their 
career. Women should also take a pause and stay longer in a position. 
• Downsides resulting from speaking openly in the workplace should be guarded against, 
either a woman is barely heard, or she is judged as too aggressive. As a result, women 
often decide to keep quiet and thereafter to constantly prove they can do the job, risking 
burnout. Women should become strategic in their approach, although finding the perfect 
balance might be a major challenge. Women should learn to be able to stand up and 
approach superiors with humility. 
• In order to survive in organisations, it is recommended that women learn that being critical 
more than supportive is negative, while not asking for help and not confronting issues can 
also make them less favourable. It is recommended that women should not adopt man-
like traits and compete on male terms but harness their best female qualities. They should 
also pay attention to subtle issues like dressing for success, speaking up and engaging 
men openly in professional dialogues. It is recommended that women know the people in 
their teams beyond the workplace, beyond the professional side so that they can be able 
to respond to some of their issues in an effective feminine manner without trying to be 
masculine. 
7.7.2 Social Structures  
• Women are discriminated on gender and carry a lot of emotional labour arising from 
workplace experiences. The burdens of gender stereotypes in leadership are not 
effectively addressed for women leaders to cope affecting their ability or desire, to persist 
in senior leadership positions. It is recommended that the Ministry of women affairs in 
each country become highly visible and undertake more projects to help vulnerable 
women with free workplace counselling. It is further recommended that policy makers not 
only make but enforce workplace harassment policies.  
• Women are stereotyped negatively by society when they try to network especially with the 
opposite sex, whilst other women denigrate them for socialising. Relationship building and 
networking outside family and friends is important for women to develop trusting work 
relationships.  
191 of 323 
• Leisure gaps between home and work should be created to facilitate business networking 
through women professional groups that can then be used as a forum to extend each 
woman leader’s networks to male networks, as leadership is a male dominated space. By 
extending networks, group biases may eventually diminish. 
• It is recommended that men should adjust themselves mentally and culturally to reduce 
their bias and share family workloads in order to support women. Men should be 
conscientised on maternal walls for them to stop judging women professionally. 
• It is recommended a business and community partnership strategy should be 
implemented in view of the complexity of issues affecting women in senior leadership 
positions due to their subordinate status. The aim should be to build women considering 
their situation and raising awareness on issues affecting women in senior leadership 
positions. It is recommended that the strategy encompass the following as a minimum: 
- In order to affirm females from a young age to interrupt or change problematic theories 
and belief, early childhood educators should teach gender equality without dismissing 
or underplaying the importance of culture, religion and tradition. 
- Encourage cross-cultural interactions among women from patriarchal culture to learn 
more about equality. 
7.7.3 Organisations 
Organisations should align their hiring policies to inclusive leadership as many women are 
now qualified for the jobs but lack opportunities for interview and promotion opportunities into 
senior leadership positions.  
A base line should be set to enable the transition of women from middle positions to top 
leadership. It is recommended that organisations set the right environment by, for example, 
consciously having blind selection in the hiring processes, having gender neutral job 
descriptions, pay particular attention to gender ratios, as a way of managing unconscious 
gender bias, which all contribute to subordination of women leaders. 
• Organisational cultures exclude women in the first place, but legal frameworks and 
policies currently emphasise gender equality. Without a culture shift, women will remain 
token hires to increase numbers whilst continuing to be underrepresented. Women who 
are not given genuine leadership opportunities with support structures to position them 
for success eventually fail. They are given shell positions to satisfy EE, BEE and other 
legislation. The result will result in an appearance that they are incompetent further 
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reinforcing unconscious biases. Importantly, men should be engaged in fixing this culture 
of subordination of women and making them realise they are not in competition with 
women for leadership positions.  
• It is recommended that organisations relax rigid demanding career schedules to 
accommodate women especially in their prime childbearing years, which are also peak 
periods for career demands because childbearing is nature ‘s calling. In this context of 
Covid - 19, it was apparent that employees can work from home. Therefore, organisations 
should develop additional policies, which can be endured by women working from home 
or flexitime according to work life balance in order to develop healthy coping mechanisms 
in leadership positions. 
• Organisations should host training workshops and leadership discussions to undertake 
further research and take it to business schools as part of curriculum, advocacy and 
capacity building of issues affecting women in senior leadership position. 
• It is also recommended that leadership development programs for women consider both 
society and business demand and have dialogues with employees both men and women 
on empowerment, trust and behaviour change aimed at promoting and retaining women 
into senior leadership positions. 
7.8 Suggested Areas of Further Studies  
Further studies should be carried out with comparative analysis on men’s views on the 
subordination of women in senior leadership positions because women are being 
subordinated by men. It is therefore worthwhile to investigate and implement measures that 
address both male and female leaders’ views to ascertain the extent to which subordination 
can be addressed. This will promote women to be in leadership and ensure inclusiveness 
and diversity in organisations.  
A contradictory but interesting finding is about disagreement on the existence of the glass 
ceiling. Although many studies agree of the existence of a glass ceiling, the finding in the 
research was that women internalise societal stereotypes which manifest a psychological 
glass ceiling. This can be one important area of further research. Another area of further 
research can be invisible barriers. 
7.9 Conclusion 
Women in senior leadership positions in SSA experience subordination in multiplicity of 
forms. The research established these factors and presented them in a conceptual 
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framework. The complexity of subordination is contributing to the invisibility of women in 
senior leadership positions. This research was exploratory covering women in senior 
leadership across the business spectrum, in private/non-private organisations, government 
and non-governmental organisations. Data saturation was reached with thirteen participants.  
Findings revealed that most of the factors established on subordination of women leaders 
affect all racial groups that participated in the study. However, racism was found to be a major 
issue in South Africa unlike in Zimbabwe and Malawi. Institutional racism exists in South 
Africa whereby the allocation of opportunities could be done along racial and gender lines 
(Mokoena, 2018). Furthermore, women often start their careers on the backfoot, because of 
the dominance of the leadership space by men and of the barriers making it difficult for 
women to be on an equal footing with men in leadership positions. Barriers discussed in this 
paper include organisational, societal and individual barriers. 
Although participants held a negative perception of legal frameworks, such as BEE, it is 
recommended that we do not deem legal frameworks as complete failures. BEE acts as a 
continuous system aimed at addressing racial inequality, with improvements that are made 
along the way as well as some limitations. However, it is important to emphasise that this is 
a process. An interesting example is the National Rugby Team, under Nelson Mandela’s 
administration, which implemented racial quotas, ensuring that black players be included in 
a team, which was previously all-white. They played at the World Cup that year and won. 
Today in 2020, the National Rugby team is captained by a black man, Siya Kolisi, who led 
the team to winning the final of the 2019 tournament in Japan. This is testimony to the idea 
that structural redress, such as BEE, is a process, which may not work over night but allows 
progressive attention to issues of inequality.  
This study found that there is need to place greater emphasis on recognising the challenges 
women in senior leadership positions face and endure. It is clear from the research that 
organisation or places of work should be supportive and emotionally safe workplaces that 
strive to ensure the well-being of women leaders. 
The end of this thesis marks the beginning of another chapter as requested by some 
participants. Participant S4KB summed in the following terms: 
“We have responsibility we must prepare the next generation so that things can be 
better because I think it has not improved because everybody is quiet and it's not about 
telling the man about this or MD and CEO it's about telling upcoming executive women 
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about this preparing them and giving them thicker skin and giving them the defence 
system to cope and that's what makes me excited about your research because it 
seems to me that's what you are going to do and the only request I have is that the 
work that you do must be shared with business schools because that's the first place 
in my view where the wrong bases /the wrong foundations are laid.” 
The following Chapter 8 positions the researcher in her research journey taking into account 
her background, experiences and learnings. 
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CHAPTER 8: MY RESEARCH JOURNEY AND THE BEHIND THE 
SCENES 
Failure is the only opportunity to begin again more intelligently. 
Henry Ford 
8.1 Planning for the Journey  
The Ph.D. process is a Journey (Miller & Brimicombe, 2010, p. 408 - 409), which involves 
dedicating time, constant change as one progresses, new knowledge, development, and 
unavoidably the researcher’s ageing. Beginning of this journey, I had an initial plan. In the 
process, I considered UNISA for DBL because I had completed my MBL with the institution, 
and UJ for a Ph.D., because a friend encouraged me to. I was invited to a postgraduate 
breakfast at UJ and it was quite informative and appealing. Soon after that I wrote to one of 
the UJ staff members whom I met during breakfast as in the excerpt Figure 8.1 below: 
Figure 8.1: Excerpt: An email to UJ 
I formally applied to UJ for my Ph.D. My strong motivation to engage in a Ph.D. research with 
the University of Johannesburg arose when I attended an Integral Research Workshop held 
on Thursday 27 November 2014 from 9:00-14:00 @ Bring 5 Postgraduate Centre. Visiting 
Professors Ronnie Lessem and Alexander Schiefer provided valuable information on how 
To: xxxxx@uj.ac.za 
Date: Jun 12, 2014, 9:30 AM 
Dear Dr. Xxxxx, 
Trust you are well. We were sitting on the same table yesterday at the UJ post grad 
breakfast. 
I thoroughly enjoyed your presentation and am keen on taking up your Doctoral 
Programme on PPL.I have a master’s in business leadership from UNISA. 
Could you kindly consider sending me your power point presentation? I was also 
wondering whether at this stage I could engage you in trying to put my thoughts together 
as I feel they are sort of scattered into other programmes like Employment relations and 
Equity Employment. Or should I apply first and then organize my thoughts latter. Kindly 
assist with your expertise. I have attached my CV and autobiography for your perusal. 
Thanking you in anticipation. 
Kind Regards 
Georgina Pondayi 
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research can add practical value in Africa. Finally, I was accepted as a Ph.D. candidate and 
joyfully contacted my friends to let them know that in the following year I would be on a new 
journey in my life. 
8.2 Choosing a Topic 
Women development has always been close to my heart and I knew my research would be 
on women, but with only a broad idea in my mind. My previously acquired knowledge drove 
me to specific research area on women. So, rather than focusing on how to get rid of all that 
information I used certain ideas as sensitising concepts. I came up with a topic: 
“Women with dampened spirits: - Creating improved and positive female leadership 
change in selected African countries.”  
I was allocated a supervisor, who was happy working through this topic using integral 
research. However, when I thought it through, I realised this was too broad a topic. Due to 
unforeseen circumstances, there were delays along the way which taught me to be patient. 
The initial supervisor was no longer available, and Prof Magda Hewitt became my new 
supervisor. In her expert opinion, she agreed with me that my topic was too broad for us to 
work with. Finally, I worked through my thoughts, topic and research design. I submitted my 
research proposal and received an email detailing that the panel presentation was on 5 
September 2016, 9:30 AM - 10:30 AM, UJ D Ring 412, and the panellists were Prof Hewitt, 
Prof Frederik Crous, Prof Theo Veldsman, Prof Chris Landsberg and Dr Joyce Toendepi. The 
proposal was accepted after the panel interview feedback and review. Following this process 
in Feb 2018, The College Higher Degrees Committee approved the following title for my 
Doctoral Thesis:  
Subordination of women in senior leadership positions in Sub-Saharan Africa 
I selected three countries to work with, South Africa as my country of permanent residence, 
Zimbabwe as my country of birth and Malawi a country where I met a lot of women who 
touched my heart, when I was doing consulting work in the region. I was excited about this 
topic because the question that was constantly on my mind was whether women of all races 
faced challenges in terms of their upward mobility. Having been in leadership positions 
myself, I was curious to find out what other women experienced on their journeys into top 
leadership positions, and whether their experiences were anything like mine.  
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8.3 Reflections on Adopting Grounded Theory as A Research Strategy 
Whilst integral research methodology was my initial line of interest, the University did not 
have a supervisor who could work with me on this. I turned to Grounded Theory Methodology 
and UJ required that I provide a research proposal on my topic of interest. I considered that 
in Grounded Theory Methodology, the theoretical background has a different role than in 
most research studies. Conducting an initial literature review to satisfy the research 
committee also served as a "reflexive exercise" to increase my awareness of any 
assumptions that might affect how I asked questions in the face-to-face interviews used as a 
method of gathering data in the research.  
I made a decision on which school of GT to use for the study. Although Corbin and Strauss 
(2008, 2014) provide specific strategies for the various coding stages, which were easy to 
understand, I opted to use constructivist GT by Kathy Charmaz (2014).This was done after 
the panel interview feedback because Kathy Charmaz is an example of a woman in 
leadership, and CGT was the best option to address the research question. Furthermore, GT 
allowed me to participate in the generation and interpretation of meanings. Charmaz (2014) 
contends that we enter the research field with preconceptions, which we need in as much as 
possible to prevent influencing the investigations. Before embarking on GT research, I 
established and acknowledged my ontological and epistemological positions. My co-
supervisor Dr. Joyce Toendepi provided the needed valuable assistance with methodological 
issues. Conducting research, which is not a quick process, from planning to completion, took 
a tremendous determination. 
8.4 Use of Technology 
I was born before technology and will refer to myself as a BBT (Born Before Technology). 
Being a BBT, although I was aware of software that could be used to code my data faster, I 
decided to do my initial, focused and theoretical coding, manually. Although it was labour 
intensive and time-consuming, manual coding brought me closer to the data, which assisted 
in avoiding bias and not using my preconceptions from my own experiences. As a result, my 
conceptual framework and theory were grounded in data. However, in relation to the literature 
review, I could not always be in the library and I therefore leveraged technology. I attended 
library training workshops, which assisted me to use a number of databases including 
EBSCO, Proquest, Science direct and others, electronic libraries, knowledge repositories and 
Mendeley, as a referencing tool. 
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8.5 Reflections  
In this PhD journey I had to ensure trustworthiness of the study. I prioritised the data over my 
preconceptions and previously acquired knowledge. I reflected on my life experiences and 
lessons from my previous education (theoretical sensitivity). Although most of the 
participants’ experiences mirrored mine, I remained objective, used memos and learnt that 
there is a difference between having preconceptions and using them. The following entry in 
my journal is an example of my memo. 
Figure 8.2: Excerpt from My Journal 
Source: Excerpt My journal 
8.6 Distractions and Discovering the Person Within 
The years of my Ph.D. were among the worst periods of my life. I felt extremely frustrated, 
but I knew that giving up was not an option. I broke my right knee tendons and ended up on 
crutches for six months. This affected my concentration. During this period, I met my co 
supervisor Dr Joyce Toendepi on crutches to discuss the methodological issues I was facing. 
I vividly remember her encouraging words during our meeting. I left with a lighter heart and a 
good laughter. I used my Ph.D. as an escape route trying to avoid internalising the pain I was 
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going through. It never rained, it poured as soon as I recovered, I faced more distractions. 
My major challenges included the hospitalisations of my husband and niece in ICU. She 
ruptured her liver during delivery at Edenvale hospital and her chances of survival were 
minimal. After two weeks in coma and her baby in nursery, the hospital social workers 
released her new-born baby to me. I became an instant mother while my greatest fear was 
losing my beloved ones, my husband on the one hand and my niece on the other. 
Photograph 6: Baby at The Hospital  
 
Note. Researcher’s own photograph 
Photograph 7: The Baby and I Waiting to Be Discharged 
 
Note. Researcher’s own photograph 
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The baby brought some joy into my life. I cherish the memory of this moment when she was 
released into my care to take her home. 
Photograph 8: Baby at Three Months Old in My House  
 
Note. Researcher’s own photograph 
God makes the impossible possible. Thankfully everyone recovered, and the baby was 
growing beautifully. Sadly, at this point, I had a financial blow; I had lost my full-time job. 
Considering my husband was sick and unemployed, I had to make financial adjustments in 
my life. Although failing to pay for university fees and my family upkeep, I decided to continue 
with the studies trusting God for a breakthrough and surviving on my savings, which soon ran 
out. To make matters worse my external environment was suddenly filled with uncertainty 
and anxiety with the advent of Covid - 19 in South Africa and the world over. Giving up was 
not an option, I had to finish what I started. I decided to prioritise, intensely focus and bury 
myself in this Ph.D. journey to completion, whilst self-isolating and physically distancing. 
Loneliness and isolation can be a killer. 
To be completely honest, I gave up and picked myself up so many times discovering what I 
brought to the research journey, and what I took from it. The interviews sharpened my 
listening skills, some participants taught me to be more empathetic as they narrated their 
experiences. Above all I have become more patient in life. The enthusiasm, humility and 
interest shown by my participants on its own is a big life lesson to me. It motivated me to 
soldier on. The participants trusted me with their experiences and believed in me, particularly 
because my research was necessary to help women on their leadership journeys. The 
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emotional side of the interviews will forever be in my memories. The tears women shed, the 
sorrows shared, and the sighs of relief expressed by every participant after sharing their 
experience told a deeper story, was humbling and made me feel like their conduit into which 
they vented out. I reminded myself of our research relationship, remained sober and 
unbiased, but empathetic to their emotions. According to Humphrey (2014), the researcher’s 
decisions, background, actions and emotions all affect the research process. I gained a lot of 
knowledge on women leadership and their challenges within SSA context. I realised that we 
had a win-win situation when the participants thanked me and even invited me for further 
discussions and lunches. I realised they also took something out of this journey. 
Unfortunately, I have not honoured the lunch invites but intend thanking, engaging further 
and rejoicing with my participants when we come to the end of this Ph.D. chapter. 
8.7 Chapter Summary  
I used to wonder what takes so long in a Ph.D. My imagination was two to three years to 
complete but it has become clear to me that a path to a Ph.D. is not straightforward. In the 
process, I have lost time with family, friends and business associates. I have bottled up a lot 
of pain from other walks of life, which I had ignored and failed to process. Now, I have a 
responsibility to balance my life post this journey and confront my life challenges with a 
positive mindset.  
What I have learnt is criticism comes from a good heart. My supervisors’ constructive criticism 
taught me that the knowledge I had before embarking on this Ph.D. was not enough to 
complete it successfully which forced me to engage more, seek more and keep an open 
mind. My life challenges taught me to persevere and trust more in God. The support and love 
of my three children was priceless and kept me going. Overall, I have become a stronger 
person through this research journey. The challenge is now for me to make this research a 
transformative project in leadership paying explicit attention to how the research findings can 
indeed help transform as well as inform society. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix 1: Information Letter 
 
DEPARTMENT OF Industrial Psychology and People Management 
 STUDY INFORMATION LETTER 
 




My name is Georgina Pondayi I WOULD LIKE TO INVITE YOU TO PARTICIPATE in a 
research study on Subordination of Women in Senior Leadership positions 
 
Before you decide on whether to participate, I would like to explain to you why the research 
is being done and what it will involve for you. I will go through the information letter with you 
and answer any questions you have. This should take about 10 to 20 minutes. The study is 
part of a research project being completed as a requirement for a Ph.D. Degree in in 
PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL LEADERSHIP through the University of Johannesburg. 
 
THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY is to explore the subordination of women in senior 
leadership positions. 
 
Below, I have compiled a set of questions and answers that I believe will assist you in 
understanding the relevant details of participation in this research study. Please read 
through these. If you have any further questions, I will be happy to answer them for you. 
 
DO I HAVE TO TAKE PART? No, you don’t have to. It is up to you to decide to participate 
in the study. I will describe the study and go through this information sheet. If you agree to 
take part, I will then ask you to sign a consent form.  
 
WHAT EXACTLY WILL I BE EXPECTED TO DO IF I AGREE TO PARTICIPATE? You will 
be expected to your background and experiences in senior leadership positions 
 
WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF I WANT TO WITHDRAW FROM THE STUDY? If you decide to 
participate, you are free to withdraw your consent at any time without giving a reason and 
without any consequences. If you wish to withdraw your consent, you must inform me as 
soon as possible. 
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IF I CHOOSE TO PARTICIPATE, WILL THERE BE ANY EXPENSES FOR ME, OR 
PAYMENT DUE TO ME: You will not be paid to participate in this study and you will not 
bear any expenses. 
 
RISKS INVOLVED IN PARTICIPATION: There are no anticipated risks 
 
BENEFITS INVOLVED IN PARTICIPATION: Empowering other women through research  
 
WILL MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY BE KEPT CONFIDENTIAL? Yes. Names on 
the questionnaire/data sheet will be removed once analysis starts. All data and back-ups 
thereof will be kept in password protected folders and/or locked away as applicable. Only I 
or my research supervisor will be authorised to use and/or disclose your anonymised 
information in connection with this research study. Any other person wishing to work with 
you anonymised information as part of the research process (e.g. an independent data 




WILL MY TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY BE ANONYMOUS? Yes. Anonymous means 
that your personal details will not be recorded anywhere by me. As a result, it will not be 
possible for me or anyone else to identify your responses once these have been submitted. 
 
WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO THE RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH STUDY? The results will 
be written into a research report that will be assessed. In some cases, results may also be 
published in a scientific journal. In either case, you will not be identifiable in any documents, 
reports or publications. You will be given access to the study results if you would like to see 
them, by contacting me.  
 
WHO IS ORGANISING AND FUNDING THE STUDY?  The study is being organised by 
me, under the guidance of my research supervisor at the Department of Industrial 
Psychology and People Management in the University of Johannesburg. This study has not 
received any funding. 
 
WHO HAS REVIEWED AND APPROVED THIS STUDY? Before this study was allowed to 
start, it was reviewed in order to protect your interests. This review was done first by the 
Department of Industrial Psychology and People Management in the University of 
Johannesburg., and then secondly by the Faculty of Health Sciences Research Ethics 
Committee at the University of Johannesburg. In both cases, the study was approved. 
 
WHAT IF THERE IS A PROBLEM? If you have any concerns or complaints about this 
research study, its procedures or risks and benefits, you should ask me. You should contact 
me at any time if you feel you have any concerns about being a part of this study. My contact 
details are: 
 
Georgina Zvirimumoyo Pondayi 
27 73 1601669/ 27 72322 3803 
Quality.assist@gmail.com 
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You may also contact my research supervisors: 
Prof Magda Hewitt & Dr Joyce Toendepi 
mhewitt@uj.ac.za; joycet@uj.ac.za 
If you feel that any questions or complaints regarding your participation in this study have not 
been dealt with adequately, you may contact the Chairperson of the Faculty of Health 
Sciences Research Ethics Committee at the University of Johannesburg: 
Prof. Carolina Henn 
Tel: 011 559-3079 
Email: carolinah@uj.ac.za  
FURTHER INFORMATION AND CONTACT DETAILS: Should you wish to have more 
specific information about this research project information, have any questions, concerns or 
complaints about this research study, its procedures, risks and benefits, you should 
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Appendix 2: Research Consent Form 
 
DEPARTMENT OF: Industrial Psychology and People Management 
RESEARCH CONSENT FORM 
Subordination of Women in Senior Leadership positions  
Please initial each box below: 
 
       I confirm that I have read and understand the information letter dated 11 August 
2016 for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask 
questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. 
 
                    I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw 
from this study at any time without giving any reason and without any consequences to me. 
 
      I agree to take part in the above study. 
_______________________  ___________________   _____________ 
Name of Participant             Signature of Participant  Date 
______________________ ___________________  ___________________ 
Name of Researcher  Signature of Researcher  Date 
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DEPARTMENT OF Industrial Psychology and People Management 
RESEARCH CONSENT FORM OR INTERVIEWS TO BE AUDIO-TAPED 
Subordination of Women in Senior Leadership positions  
Please initial each box below: 
 
       I hereby give consent for my interview, conducted as part of the above study, to 
be audio-taped. 
 
                    I understand that my personal details and identifying data will be changed in 
order to protect my identity. The audio tapes used for recording my interview will be destroyed 
two years after publication of the research. 
 
      I have read this consent form and have been given the opportunity to ask 
questions. 
_______________________       ______________________   _____________ 
Name of Participant                  Signature of Participant    Date 
 
_______________________      _______________________   _____________ 
Name of Researcher      Signature of Researcher  Date 
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Appendix 4: Introduction and Interview Guide 
                                                         
                                    
DEPARTMENT OF Industrial Psychology and People Management 
                                            RESEARCH STUDY OPEN ENDED QUESTIONS  
Introduction & Interview guide.  
Salutation, greet participant by name and then proceed to mention below:  
I am interested in exploring subordination of women in senior leadership positions in 
Sub-Saharan Africa focusing mainly on SA, Zimbabwe and Malawi. I am just beginning 
this research and mostly want to hear what you say about subordination in senior 
leadership positions. My end goal is to construct new theory.  
NB: I will memo my encounter including my observations of settings when I 
arrive 
1. Please tell me about your journey to senior leadership position.  
2. What mostly helped you rise and succeed to senior leadership as a woman. 
3. Tell me about any encounters you viewed as subordination or challenges of women 
to senior leadership positions?  
-If so what was it like?   
-How did you deal with that experience?  
-Who if anyone influenced your actions? 
4. What happened at the time in your thought process? Have you grown as a person 
since then? 
5. Could you share the most important lessons you learnt after reflecting on your 
subordination experiences? 
6. What do you think contributes most to subordination of women in senior leadership 
positions?  
7. Some say women don’t want to be in senior leadership positions. What are your 
thoughts on that? 
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8. Is there anything else about you or other women participating in senior leadership 
positions that you would like to mention? Anything that I have not asked or 
discussed with you?  
9. Is there anything you would like to ask me? 
10. After our conversation and having reflected on the discussion what do you value 
most about yourself as a woman in senior leadership position and what do others 
value about you.  
The participants’ comments or concerns will shape the direction. Following on 
Charmaz the interview guide will evolve over time.  
Basic strategies to follow:    
1) conducting simultaneous data-collection and analysis  
2) engaging in early data analysis of emergent ideas  
3) using comparative methods throughout inquiry 
4) analyzing basic social processes within the data 
5) constructing tentative inductive abstract categories that explain and synthesize 
these processes 
6) sampling to expand, refine, and check these tentative categories  
7) integrating robust categories into a theoretical framework that specifies 
relationships between categories and that explicates the conditions under which 
the categories develop, their properties, and consequences as well as those of the 
studied process(es) of which these categories are a part (Charmaz 1990; 1995, 
2006, 2010, 2014; Glaser 1978, 1992, Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss 1987, 
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Appendix 5: Participant Excerpts 
Identifier Interview Statement  Category  

























When you look at companies like corporate companies’ men are the only 






















Um as we grow up you know we get told that men are sort of superior 
than women 
When you grow up and you got   your parents and you see how your 
mother is being treated or your aunts, or your female character, women 
in your family how they get treated and somehow you get to accept that's 
how you supposed to behave or how it is supposed to be 
You rely on somebody that your upbringing tells you that this person will 
take care of you and you need to love that person 
He used to call me at any time and asking Isabella what the hell is going 
on there!! 
he could not understand why I was thanking him after what he subjected 
me to, but I told him I do not dwell on the negative side of things because 
of my beliefs. 
I still feel that I've been as much as I want to move up, I still feel like I've 
been sort of oppressed in a way 
I’m not be given that opportunity to, you know to, come out.  Whatever I 
do at work I have to fight for it 
I think men have always been enslaving us whether it’s at home or at 
work. At work, I have always had all these male bosses they will tell me 
what to do and I will just do it because of my upbringing or I am scared 
to say no or I can’t I will be shouted at or I will lose my job so I think 
every day we have women going through sort of slavery processes - 
I am doing everything for my boss he does not know anything. (laughs) 
I think that is what frustrates me at my current job. 


































People they tend to think I am black, I am a woman, I am short, and they 
try to take advantage 
You know as a black woman the upbringing is also part of how we 
behave, how we see ourselves in leadership 
 I get frustrated, why can’t I come out or why am I not given the chance? 
Even as much as we can say we need to do training and have growth 
we still feel that oppression, that thing of you belong there and know you 
cannot move up there 
I remember there was a day in the morning meetings with all the QAs 
and technical manager when Tim the director said to us “” whose plant 
is this?”. Tim just said to us, I don’t care whether you are going to bring 
a bed or your whole family or sleep here.  Something has to be done. I 
think it was the most ruthless and very cruel thing to say. We were being 
pushed around so much that we didn't have a say.  We were traumatised 
We couldn't say nor do anything 
We were given tasks requiring us to use our own cell phones, cars and 
petrol to do company business and inspect the specific X stores. We 
were not reimbursed, there was no compensation for this 
My boss comes in and look at some emails and he just send them 
through to us stating do this do and that. We just bring across and I 
assume that's why he doesn't know anything. 
 I know more than my boss I'm doing more than this little shilling that I'm 
going to get. 
Because of my beliefs, things are happening for a reason. God put you 
in a place where his will is. Sometimes you want things, but he knows 
what is best for us ok 
So basically, I will say the culture does influence my leadership 
experience, even though what I have experienced has sort of changed 
my perception of the way I see things now 
 











Reasons for subordination I think my family is one. I think coming in new 
in a position, is another thing because you are constantly reminded that 









As a woman, I think it's always the case that it was emphasised you are 
second best if you are not the first option which means you must prove 
yourself 
It means the work that you are doing is always second best you are in 
an environment which is male dominated, and you are told you are 
second best 
So, there is also a level of withholding information which would obviously 
make you feel ... you feel a void. 
you find that in the NGO sector promotion is not as easy so for your 
growth you are forced to move to the next organisation for career growth 
…… in management meetings, in one of the organisations, it was only 
two females in the management team, It was the director, who was 
female and then it was me as a technical knowledge manager.   First 
when I was brought into that management team, it was for me to 
understudy the director ……..so I found that when the roles of taking 
minutes in the management meeting were delegated to me, …..  …… 
the reason they were delegating the roles for taking minutes to me was 
when someone is taking minutes, they don't talk that much 
It took time, to be told later I was the second option. The first one was 
male and refused the job. I was offered because a male counterpart had 
refused the job 
So, we are always one step behind trying to catch up 
 I also felt its relegating someone to a corner and reducing them. It 
reduces a person and makes them feel less important, so you always 
keep them at that level. 
I will share another experience with another female superior. One of the 
things is that the superior has got an idea of where she’s going and what 
she wants, so whatever you present prior to that will never be good 
enough 
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You are always kept under, your ideas are critiqued, queried and fine-
tuned to fail 
you also going up you keep fighting and it’s not an easy place to go to 
and you keep fighting all the way up, you know 
I feel women are put in a team just as window dressers 
Then how I even got the job is due to the fact that I'm from Bulawayo so 
I was told when I was already in the position that they wanted someone 
who could speak Ndebele 
when you think you are dealing with this particular thing yet it’s to do with 
other motives ……” kuseri kune nyaya”.  You are constantly tested on 
what you are doing or what you are talking about 
I am a Christian.I agree men must head per the biblical hierarchy, but 
they must take more responsibility of their parenting role. 
The biblical principle that a man is the head shows its ugly head a lot at 
work 
At times because of religion in the workplace you might subconsciously 
put yourself under men 
Men are more visible still in the workplace. 
I think they are always shifting goal posts. Shifting goal posts for women. 
I have tried to never use my children as an excuse, whether I'm 
expecting, whether I have given birth, I'll try not to make them as an 
excuse  
I think coming in new in a position, is another thing because you are 
constantly reminded that you are new…….. In one organisation I was 
new for 3 years. 
In Save the children there were no black directors and later females. A 
woman who raised it in one of the conferences has disappeared from 
her job for unknown reasons. Therefore, being vocal is a no. 
I think there are a lot of burdens that you must go through as a female. 
There is that and then you also going up you keep fighting and it’s not 
an easy place to go to and you keep fighting all the way up, you know. 
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As a woman in senior leadership position what l value most about myself 
is the ability to coach, mentor and motivate people. 
Female superiors are influenced by males because they feel like in a 
feminine way their message is not related properly. I have a female 
director and I am a technical knowledge manager. I don’t understand my 
director. The team has males and two females me and her. Some of 
these males are junior to me. She once delegated me to take minutes in 
our meetings. I take it that I was delegated to take minutes so that I don’t 
talk much. Director does not recognise it’s a problem 
The elders of the church explained to us that God created man and then 
woman. I respect that order 
I am a Christian. I agree men must head according to the biblical 
hierarchy. The biblical principle that a man is the head shows its ugly 
head a lot at work 
I went to a new church with my husband whereby the tradition was the 
wife hands over the microphone to the husband for him to introduce 
himself first. Then the woman follows. We decided to do it the opposite 
way and the elders of the church explained to us that God created man 
and then woman. I respect that order. At times because of religion in the 
workplace you might subconsciously put yourself under men 
This interview is interesting because it has made me reflect on my 
career. There is a point I reached a constant not because I didn’t want 
to go up. I have turned down offers. I decided to settle for a while, I hate 
the travelling leaving my family behind. 
Subordination 
M1V1 My Malawian experience is that women, we are supposed to be in 
subjection to men. That’s the starting point. You are raised with that in 
mind. 
There is also a part in terms of religion coming from a strong Christian 
background where we are also told a woman is in subjection to 
man………… I do not believe in focussing on subordination. I have 
always preferred the male leadership 
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We are still ruled by men. I guess in the workplace itself there is 
preference to hire another man than a woman and then even if we enter 
at the same level the guy advances faster than me 
The price that one pays high up there, it’s a very lonely life up there from 
experience from what I have seen, and it is not something that is for me 
I forsake the price the money that comes with it for the contentment 
Malawi, it wasn’t a culture, but the government of the day would not allow 
women to wear pants. Coming from a place where you have been 
wearing pants and you reach the airport and they used to give you a 
chitenje  
they used to give you a cloth (chitenje) to wrap around and they put you 
to the ladies and tell you go dress decently. So, it was simple things like 
that that make you think ok I can’t even dress the way I want. But we are 
going into the same workplace and men can wear what they want, and 
women can’t wear what they want 
so we all arrived at the same level and be trained in the same way and 
grow in the same way but the weight will be more on the man and that 
would come in the cases that are allocated to you as a woman. 
when it comes to the workplace, they are still the men and you must 
know your place as a woman. 
We, women tended to be given those roles and when it came to things 
like going to court and that kind of thing the men would be assigned to 
do those kinds of roles. it always felt like you as a woman have to work 
doubly hard if there is anything like that, extra hard for you to cut it to get 
those cases that will also expose you to it. 
So whereas when it was initially allocated it went to a woman but 
because it was a high profile it had to shift and go to a man. 
what struck me in that case was that the selection panel itself there was 
only one woman so in the end the job went to a guy who had the least 
experience of all the people that were there. 
Your own ideas are not being seen and at the end of the day you ask 
yourself is it because we are women and they don’t see what is going 
on  
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We are used to being in subjection to men and why I'm raising it is 
because actually one of my male colleagues raised it with me. We were 
talking in general about how Malawians are supposed to be subservient 
they're not vocal people and they don't like strikes and they don't like 
uncultured things. He actually pointed out and said that I was equally the 
same and when I tried to ask him and say give me a specific thing he 
couldn't give me a work-related thing though. He just said he feels like 
at times I curtsy  when I talk and I hold my hand when I'm greeting that  
sort of thing. Which made me stop and think ok there is a thing about 
how we are raised and how we believe a woman is meant to be, that we 
carried through into the workplace and it follows us through so that's 
where I am basing my point of view 
men tend to think that like you know men think they're better than the 
women so it takes a certain way of communicating with them and making 
them feel like you're not fighting with who they are 
When the least experienced man was appointed women in my 
workplace considered it an unfair appointment because firstly, he didn't 
have the relevant experience to do that and it became unfair; It was at 
that point that I felt that it was unfair and we did raise a grievance. I must 
say that the grievance went to another man and not really much came 
out of that. 
I do not believe in focussing on subordination. I have always preferred 
the male leadership 
I am from the Ngoni tribe we are a matriarchal society 
I guess in the workplace itself and they prefer to hire another man to a 
woman and then even if we enter at the same level the guy advances 
faster than me 
I still see the woman has to work extra hard for them to get to be at the 
same level as the guy, the guys seem to advance far much better but I 
don't know what to attribute that to other than I think we are still seen as 
not designed for the board room 
But another dynamic that came with that is that us women also we have 
a problem because we clashed amongst ourselves instead of us helping 
each other to advance, there were lots of tensions, unnecessary 
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tensions that used to happen which you know I look back now and think 
actually we could have done a whole lot more in terms of our own 
advancement 
 
S3AC I think I will be one of the oldest people you will be interviewing because 
I am sixty-nine. I started my career when senior women in the workplace 
















they had to change the official dining room policy to allow senior women 
to eat in the same dining room as men 
So, when I started working my peers were all men. 
But because I was most probably the senior woman at that time in the 
organisation you ended up mentoring other women and younger women 
but not on a formal mentoring program 
Somehow the idea that men always discriminate women is for me not 
proven. Its individual cases. 
When it comes to subordination of women in senior leadership positions, 
I think the problem in South Africa is that men find it very difficult to 
manage strong women. They got this thing that because I'm a man and 
you are a woman you must shut up 
the problem is jealous husbands, women have jealousy husbands. They 
keep women back. 
Jealous husbands can become a barrier to a woman's success. They 
think they can go and smooch around and she is just at home all the 
time they can even go away for a weekend to Dubai and not even tell 
their wife but she's also another executive and she has planned for a 
meeting on a Saturday and there is the husband sitting somewhere in 
Dubai 
I have seen CVs here that women have changed six jobs in eight years 
and every time its leaving for a better position. But then they get to a 
stage where nobody wants to touch them. That’s then what we would 
call a career stopper. 
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Most women get stuck because they are not financially literate. I suspect 
a lot of women get stuck because they are not financially literate. With 
financial literacy, they will understand the business. 
My husband was Italian, and he is late now when we got married he 
thought I must sit at home and I looked at him and said you know what 
it's either I walk or you walk or we both stay here or we both work every 
morning, and it worked 
Not all women need to lead or anything like that you find some excellent 
women for instance that are executive PAs who are doing a stunning job 
and earning a lot of money 
I know of PAs who are earning 80000 Rands a month, they're doing a 
stunning job.  And the bosses I often see the boss at the interview, or 
you place him or before they accept the job, they say my PA is coming 
with me. I have a PA that changed 3 jobs to follow me. 
Another point you can make is how women dress in the workplace. Your 
dress can kill you. Professional dressing or shall I say a girly dressing is 
a non-stopper for an executive career. I am not saying dress like a man 
but dress appropriately. Dressing appropriately means not being 
sexually prerogative. 
You don't walk into a boardroom looking as if you are proposing to all 
the men. Walk into the boardroom and meet them equally in terms of 
your knowledge not your looks. Those that trade on their looks are the 
worst enemies. 
   
Z2FS In Africa mainly Zimbabwe in particular I have realized that it is kind of 
difficult for the majority of women when it comes to the issue of rising up 
because of the culture that is the first barrier. Culture then was against 
the idea of female children going to school, so if the society was at one 
point against girls becoming learned how about obtaining a leadership 
position 
Subordination 
…. then another thing is being against the idea of female children going 
to school. So, if the society was at one point against girls becoming 
learned how about obtaining a leadership position? 
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All managers and directors were men and there was no way a female 
person would be seen or taken as the director when working as a nurse 
or a teacher 
Both the boss and female colleagues are in it for money and want more 
so there is competition already 
Groups such as women empowerment and gender equality are neither 
here nor there, according to my view there is nothing like that because 
those who are supposed to be giving us the better positions are not 
willing to give us the positions 
Those who are supposed to be giving us the stick are the same people 
who have been holding on to the stick for ages 
In order for women to achieve a better position at the workplace we want 
to learn, and it takes courage knowing I am a holder as well as the owner 
of a master’s degree in international studies that I obtained in South 
Korea 
When I left the country I did not have a main objective I only wanted to 
go randomly but I thought by the time I got back everyone who knew me 
and my educational background would see how successful I had 
become in terms of education only to be given a normal treatment similar 
to that of a person who is not very learned. 
I am still here because there is no market for us. 
Back then it was common knowledge that a man with a pot belly who is 
tall and a bit gigantic becomes the manager at a company. Such men 
have been in the organizations for more than 20 years and that same 
men will not want to give me the position regardless that I am a holder 
of an honours as well as a master’s degree 
They tell you about 20 years’ experience that we do not have, there is 
no woman with such an experience and if ever there is one, she is 
already retired she is in her rural home farming 
Comparing ourselves with the developed countries you will notice that 
culture has not done us any favour at all because you see a child who 
is 18years old going out of the house anytime unlike us the only time 
you can move out of the house is when you are at 16 and you will not 
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be moving out to go and stay alone but going to get married to a rich 
man or a man from the white garment churches or you will be working 
to earn a living or you will not been going to school for you would have 
been impregnated. 
Women are not really rising politically because of the fear of what their 
husbands will say when they get home 
As women we put ourselves in subjection to men and follow all the 
cultural rules and expectations 
Thus we prefer to do the dishes at home, become voiceless and lose 
any form of authority all of which do not give us any form of income. 
They will not give us a supervisory role for they will be saying Love 
quickly 
So, because of crying publicly the men who are supposed to employ us 
concluded they cannot employ a candidate who is emotional for a role 
in leadership. 
Suppose you have worked here you have certificates, degrees and 
masters the boss would rather look at a male person without 
qualifications like yours, he would rather take that man than taking you 
saying her husband is wealthy, let her remain where she is and take that 
boy. 
can I network when I am married? What will be my husband saying or 
thinking about my where about when I would have gone to a luncheon 
take for instance my phonebook there is no way you can find at least 
one thousand male contacts it is not possible I only talk to a few ladies 
such as Fungai and if ever there are new contacts in your phone 
questions will be asked by the husband as to who the new contact is. 
Believe me a man will not mention about his daughter and her 
qualifications because the same MP could solicit for a relationship with 
his daughter 
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M2GM So, while I was in college my mom was a secretary, she worked for the 
bank as a secretary for all her years. 
Subordination 
 I was the only potential candidate that is what I will say 
 The special time of my life is when I had these particular supervisors. I 
had a lady supervisor from Panama South America 
 The male supervisor who hated me in my previous role was not part of 
the panel. He did not have any influence on the outcome lucky enough, 
but if he was there, I would not have made it 
  
S2RB  Coming from a very conservative Indian family subordination of women 
I think it’s almost an expectation for women to be passive……… So, I 
think because I was so quiet, I can't say I experienced subordination 
because I brought that on myself, it was self-inflicted 
I work as a quality director. I doubt I would have even seen a managerial 
position had I lived in India 
And it was shocking to me because it was an IT conference with only 
men. I could not see any women. 
I think it's not just an Indian thing. I think it's all cultures women are 
passive for a long time 
Men earn the highest salary. I think times have changed women are 
educating themselves and they are more qualified 
I was hitting 30 and single and not have a boyfriend and latter alone 
marriage and engagement. My mum even told me I should change my 
job and at that stage I was a trainer a specialist in the meat industry 
general food industry across South Africa and even went Namibia 
Swaziland and Malawi. 
Why should I change myself why should I change my job just to find a 
husband? 
I think my dad only knew maybe how to make a cup of tea and very late 
in their marriage he would toast bread in the morning and that was 
because my mum had set out the stuff on Friday night 
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Subordination possibly started in my second year I stayed in Durban for 
the first year with my dad's relative and it was very tough for me because 
I have never really gone on holiday without my parents, so it was hard 
to adapt. There were forms of subordination there 
Perhaps this was the highlight of subordination 
The reason I told you the story is because it's that test of subordination 
from my cousin but what a great fuel it was! Look at the level I have 
reached 
I work in a very male dominated industry very Afrikaans Company 
Where I'm standing now being a CEO would be great. However, this is 
a family business 
At work my boss had a shift in his attitude, instead of wishing me well 
and saying congratulations he was busy saying now I'm in the upper 
class and making some stupid comments for like a few days. Even when 
I was in a meeting last week, I left the room and when I came back the 
CEO was like I think we should speak the language of the Land Rover 
now 
So why is it because I'm an Indian woman that's driving? 
Is it more insecurity or subordination? I don’t know there is a very clear 
line 
This whole topic of subordination it's not a reflection on a woman 
I would take minutes I think it was because in any event I was taking 
notes, I was the only person in the room taking notes, so I don't think 
that  was a way of subordination I think it was  probably because l took 
good notes 
I mentioned before I only have a master's degree in science and the 
boss has years of experience but with no tertiary qualification maybe 
official courses, but I don't know I don't even know what training he has. 
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Z3LH  All managers and directors were men and there was no way a female 
person would be seen or taken as the director when working as a nurse 
or a teacher 
 
 I qualify to get a promotion here. I don’t want to lie to you I feel that my 
knowledge is misplaced here I just feel that it is just not my place I am 
under-utilized. 
 I want to go somewhere I do not even want to rise in this organization I 
might go back to study for my doctorate or go and look for a job where I 
will be feeling appreciated 
 Although there is the issue of gender equality that seems to have 
overtaken the gender stereotypical story, it is only in our minds and on 
paper because this equality is not put in practice 
 Culture then was against the idea of female children going to school, so 
if the society was at one point against girls becoming learned how about 
obtaining a leadership position 
 As civil servants we graduate and go straight to work 
 it is kind of difficult for the majority of women  
You saw how Grace and Mary Chiwenga were being referred to. Already 
Mary changed her dressing because people would say she dresses half 
naked .as if it was her first time .That is because she now had a spot 
light in politics hence us women ourselves have a way of pulling each 
other down the ladder 
we are afraid of what people will say about us 
It is true us women we are to a greater extent under this bondage called 
culture 
   
S4KB Suffering is part of a woman in senior leadership positions  
 
 
 So, at some point I joined the department of food science and that was 
a new department and I was one of three women in the faculty of 
Agriculture 
259 of 323 
-There were 65 males and three women. Now I know it's not been said 
a lot and people say it’s nonsense but I know there is a glass ceiling, 
you are underpaid, you are overused and you must take it or leave. 
That's the fact. Even though I had a PhD and none of the men in the 
department I was never promoted never ever. But they didn't want to 

























So, after that I went to the Dean and I asked really ?? and the answer I 
got was “You are a woman, you are not married and don’t have a family. 
The men in this department have families to care for so they must get 
the promotion and salaries. 
Now the three women and the 65 men it wasn't much of a job 
So, I had a wonderful opportunity to teach a new appointee in a 
professorship though I was a lecturer and I had to do that by giving him 
my notes that I had as a student and giving him classes. I kid you not, 
he was the professor and I wasn't. So, after that I went to the Dean and 
I asked really ?? and the answer I got was “You are a woman, you are 
not married and don’t have a family. The men in this department have 
families to care for so they must get the promotion and salaries. Sorry 
but that's the way it is." I am serious and now of course at that point I 
had red hair. 
Believe It or not up to about 15 years ago I know of a case where a father 
who had four daughters and said there's no sense in wasting money 
educating them. He married them off to farmers. He just found husbands 
for them and these brilliant minds went to waste. 
I thank my parents for that. I was brought up in a family that taught me 
that men and women are equal. I have two brothers and there was 
absolutely no difference between us 
I also didn't make friends going up the ladder if you want to call it like 
that. I never went up the ladder in a company. You always move 
horizontally with yourself. So, I think for many women there is no 
improvement where they are. If you want to improve your position you 
must leave that company and go somewhere else and that's how I did 
it. 
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I don't drink either, so I watched, and I spent most of my time on my own 
























I don't know if it’s just for women, but companies get this vision of a 
position that have absolutely nothing to do with the job you are venturing 
in 
So, in many instances I would go back to the job description and just 
read and say what have I missed because this isn't it. And the moment 
they figure out that you can do more than the job description they take it 
as a given that they can now use you as sort of a toolbox which is fine 
But when it comes to bonuses and stuff like that, I want to see those 
results. You don't see it.  
 The Bonuses go to the men. 
But when you look at it objectively that is what it boils down to, I always 
say know what if I had a male doll, I would stand a better chance of 
getting a bonus. 
So, I was headhunted and when I got there, I had signed the line. I was 
told, sorry do you understand you're starting at the bottom because we 
have together University out of you. I kid you not. Now when you have 
burnt your Bridges have burnt your bridges and then now what? 
….when you are a woman and you speak up you must be ready for a 
debilitating session… you are a woman, you don't have kids and I’ve 
heard that every time. 
I was told you know what you were appointed for, this was after seven 
years with the company and you get told you can never go above that 
appointment 
…he said after the interview I just wanted to see what a woman with two 
PhDs would look like. ……If that is the mentality of the head of a 
business school it's bad. What are the women students feeling what 
have they been taught? What are they being taught to believe about 
themselves and their capabilities and who they are and that's it must be 
stopped? 
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At the moment I do the best for my clients that I can, and I still fight 
Prejudice 
if you listen to people talking about graduates getting positions and so 
on and having a choice If you go look they are men because if you are 
a woman and you graduate today and you are lucky enough to get an 
interview and gee if you are lucky enough to get the position you take it 
because you are not sure if it will come up again that's the difference 
But all these wonderful things bad about occupations and professionals 
when last did you hear something about the department of Women's 
Affairs? If you don't have a woman in that position who is the mover and 
Shaker that will rattle the cages that will go out there make the difference 
for us 
I don't know where the Minister is quite honestly, so it is a personal 
comment what I'm saying is most probably she also grew up and was 
trained not be too vocal.  And as long as you have that women will not 
be going anywhere it will look nice on paper wonderful qualities about 
Talk Is Cheap and unfortunately if you look at the reality it's not the 
people that are the problem it is the whole setup 
   
Z4SS It was a tactic, that I cannot be promoted because my husband is well 











That's where I really experienced that climbing the ladder is difficult 
They would say “She doesn't need the money her husband is ok, so she 
doesn't really need it.” So that was the pull-down method. 
Despite the work, despite the qualifications, despite the experience, that 
issue of my husband always came up 
You find younger generations would come, especially the males and 
move. They will move up into senior positions 
And especially that as women, we have a family and that at times we 
are not able to put in hours that are required, if need be but we did put 
because I remember there was a time where I will finish, I would knock 
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off at 10 o'clock in the evening or 11 o'clock because you would be going 

























It wasn't about qualifications, they will just not talk about it despite that 
you're qualified, despite that you have experience, despite that I 
performed well, I never went for a disciplinary in all my 22 years, I never 
went for a disciplinary hearing, I never had a letter of caution but still no 
promotion 
The position of financial accountant I had given up on. 
There was a time where I had to really go and see the finance director 
just ask him what they are looking for, yes, I had to because I really didn't 
care, I had to ask; what are they looking for and why did I have to be 
prejudiced against 
My finance director and my director were men.   
 Post 2009, I went home, and I stayed home, and I was being looked 
after………. unfortunately, my husband passed on.  He was running this 
company, so I had to study for that and climb on board. My first degree 
was accounting so I had to switch and study law. I had to register with 
the estate administration council 
It's almost the same working with men here and in a corporate company. 
You know, you find men generally do that, they discuss, let’s give one 
another business ideas but you find that it's different for women to get 
into that sphere, to get into that circle 
I am a woman in business, but I cannot go out to mingle with men and 
share their ideas because people will think that I'm out there to get men 
…. you can already imagine, somebody is married and now you are 
seen seated together having lunch with somebody whose husband has 
passed on in a public place, and good looking. You know people get 
uncomfortable. You know, I have even experienced it in the family. In 
my husband's family, that people are uncomfortable with me and I said 
“no if I really wanted them, I would be finishing them. I would pursue 
them”. People are not comfortable with that, but I cannot let down my 
standards 
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You need to be connected but openly, it's not. It's not working at all. It 









……the other thing is to change your mindset because the problem we 
have as women is that we look down on ourselves and think can I really 
drive a car? Can I own a house? We look for those things in men. 
S5LA I think generally speaking it is still very difficult for women to get into 
leadership positions because it is still very much a male-controlled 


















And I also found without doubt, that because I was a woman, I had to 
fight doubly hard to get somewhere where as a man could sit back on 
his laurels, but he was earmarked to go up the ladder 
And there's a lot of that that happens in a woman's life. I think throughout 
one’s career. So, I ended up doing …. because of all of this, my PhD 
much later in life when I had small children. And that also places a huge 
burden on women because she's got the responsibility of children, the 
responsibility of our home, a husband, maintaining all of that and she 
still got to go places in her career, work really hard to do what she needs 
to do 
So, it doesn't matter how hard you work, it doesn't matter how much time 
you put in, to the detriment of your family sometimes. It's just never good 
enough. 
And there's also a huge misconception out there that if a woman is 
technical in nature, she can't have leadership skills, she doesn't 
understand how to run a business or how to read a financial statement, 
those kinds of things, there's a lot of that out there. But I think there's a 
huge misconception 
So, women are not even given the opportunity to come into an interview 
for that matter 
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And the reason I was given at the time was that it was aesthetically 
unappealing for a pregnant woman to stand in front of a class of young 
people. So that feeling of almost guilt, I’m doing something wrong, this 


























And you've basically got two choices, you can either fight it or just accept 
it 
Sometimes fighting is a good thing, if you've got the energy, but 
sometimes there comes a point where you just have to say look it's fine, 
I will just have to deal with it and that's unfortunate 
So, you've got so many issues, so many stumbling blocks plus all the 
guilt, upon guilt, upon guilt 
 I was in Academia for the first 25 years then after that I went into an 
industry Association. Also, there, same story, the blockage up there and 
now I have decided to go on my own. 
Yes, I did very definitely experience subordination in my positions 
despite being highly educated. I only became head of department in 
1995. That was when women were also liberated, when the ANC was 
liberated. People tend to see this as a black/white thing. 
But a married man could get one whether he was single or married, it 
doesn't matter, he would get one. So, it was that inequality. 
I am flummoxed with the ministry of women’s affairs. I haven't seen 
much from the department, I haven't seen any fantastic initiative, I 
haven't seen anything coming out of that ministry and it's a great pity 
because you have a person and parliament who is in a position with 
taxpayers’ money receiving a salary and what are we getting out of it, 
nothing. 
So when I got into this Afrikaans environment I had all this patriarchal 
stuff coming down on me and I just could not understand it. 
Even what I wore, even the clothes I wore, I had those days these 
knickerbockers, these pants that come down to here (she points on her 
body) right my boss told one of my women colleagues to speak to me 
because I wear these knickerbockers and they didn't like it. He didn't 
come to me directly. He didn't have the guts to come to me directly He 
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was such a coward, he sent one of my co-workers to come and talk to 
me. 
Subordination 
I felt less important to feel as though you're just a pawn on a chessboard, 
that somebody is pushing around you, feel as though you don't have 
control any longer of what you say, of who you are 
And there's a lot of that that happens in a woman's life, I think throughout 
her career 
   
Z5SC When I got married my husband took me and made me stay in Rusape 
for 4 years 
 
So, it was tough being used to Harare life and you are sent to the village, 
it was just tough. But I managed to sail through. 
But when I got divorced that's when I started to see things differently, I 
said no I should not keep staying in Mufakose, I should change 
everything starting from where I stay where my children are going to 
school. 
So, when I got sucked in 2003, I was working at a certain company. The 
man there made me leave 
When I wanted to join the Council of estate Administrators to be a 
qualified registered Estate administrator that's when issues started with 
my boss. He didn't want a lady or anyone to be a qualified person. I was 
supposed to just work for him, do the files and everything form him, then 
I was retrenched. 
I joined to do ministry and I graduated last year. I am did my degree in 
Theology and now doing another degree in leadership and 
Management. With the kind of work that we do, I have noticed that men 
don't want challenges, they don't want women who are focused who 
have principles who know what they do, who have a strong character, 
who seem to compete with them. 
Where I worked there were women when you ask them to present at 
senior leadership forums, they would decline and even fear being in front 
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of people and simply I say can’t. They would suggest let Mr X do it 
instead. We do it on purpose and in our own capacity stay under men. 
   








I had enough of this man because he broke my soul in terms of how I 
say you know I had just had enough of humiliation and rejection 
First he was 10 years younger than me, academically, I was 
academically stronger than him. Yes, it hurts, and it brought me to the 
point that I just said, “I will do what I can do and bugger the rest………… 
But he was managing, if you think of management principles, he was not 
managing by objectives and he managed by fear. That was his style he 
managed by fear 
It’s never smooth sailing you need to battle you need to compete doesn’t 
matter who you meet with it’s a male or a female you need to compete 
While it was bad you know as a social worker are you are trained to 
handle emotions 
You know I must tell you I am a depression sufferer, I am on 
antidepressants but I don’t want to even say this is a crutch it’s 
unfortunately part of my body, it’s part of my life. I do it but I hate to go 
home and then re-live the day. 
I am still thinking of it at home but I don’t want to tell my husband Wandile 
did this…….. I would rather remove myself you know I will read or I will 
browse through Facebook or just something different 
I think our generation or our Afrikaans group we move quicker out of it 
   
Z6JM When it became apparent that I was the clear successor to President 
Robert Mugabe, men seemed not ready for that although the nation had 
fully endorsed my candidature 
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……Africa has woken up to the reality of the marginalisation of women, 
especially the girl child 
Women political leaders in different countries across Africa face 
numerous barriers to entry into the political field. 
……African continent remains a highly patriarchal society 
I had to fight to rise through the ranks to become a commander and 
trainer of combatants, mostly men. 
Women suffer more than men in political conflicts 
S1IM  Leadership 
The whole executive at my company is only men 
You know as a black woman the upbringing is also part of how we 
behave, how we see ourselves in leadership. 
It has been quite interesting, um, challenging, um sort of painful 
experience also 
The executives in South Africa general manager is white, ops director is 
white, ok the finance lady she's white, the salesperson is white male, 
maintenance manager is white male. I am the only black amongst this 
team. 
My position where I am now even though I am at the Senior level it's 
more of an Afrikaans speaking company 
So basically, I will say the culture does influence my leadership 
experience, even though what I have experienced has sort of changed 
my perception of the way I see things now 
I remember I used to leave work get home and at night cry, cry, cry. On 
my last day at this company I remember phoning Brian and thanking him 
for the experience I went through. It made me a stronger and better 
person. 
I don't know if you understand what I'm saying, management style 
maybe like let's say let's give an example at X management Styles. They 
need to change the style. I think I am saying to myself I won't able to 
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stand it. I won't able to stand that. I am not strong enough to be on the 
team or on their lives so it's all about I don't expect anything to change 
He used to call me at any time and asking Isabella what the hell is going 
on there!!!  We were tortured emotionally…………… that's how 
executives were cruel to us, just being ruthless”. 
I will be attending a leadership program. The company is sending me for 
a leadership program.  
I am so excited 
I think women fear challenges and taking the risks for most people they 
fear taking decisions. They are scared. I wish sometimes you just need 
to wake up and not look at negative things 
I know more than my boss I'm doing more than this little shilling that I'm 
going to get. Believe me when I say there was one project that he asked 
me to do leaving the entire meeting for me to chair whilst he sits there 
and I'm in charge of the meeting. He was just like a cover book from 
behind whilst I was doing everything. 
I would say my first experience that taught me or opened my eyes it was 
when my husband passed on”. (Quivering voice) but you get to the point 
of just losing the actual person you rely on. …. And I had to start my life 
from scratch. (sighing) We had bills to pay, I had a son to take care of 
   







 I have a female director and I am a technical knowledge manager. I don’t 
understand my director. The team has males and two females me and 
her. Some of these males are junior to me. She once delegated me to 
take minutes in our meetings. I take it that I was delegated to take 
minutes so that I don’t talk much 
I had to defend my role and justify why I was important 
So, what I felt is that my director failed me because that was her 
opportunity to be clear 
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What stopped her from defending my position was firstly, that position 
was new in the organisation and secondly because she had all these 
male people she had worked with for years and when I got in, they had 
built these relationships for years. When I got into that space and tried 

























I will share another experience with another female superior. One of the 
things is that the superior has got an idea of where she is going and 
what she wants, so whatever you present prior to that will never be good 
enough. 
So, there is also a level of withholding information which would obviously 
make you feel ... you feel a void. 
You always have this tension to the extent that if you go to the superiors 
of your leaders, they are impressed with what you are doing but not the 
immediate superior. That's what I've experienced. What that means 
responding to your question is, you're always kept under 
Two months in making and we finalized the idea and possibly rolling it 
out on Monday and it’s even got people willing to run with it, she says it 
needs fine tuning" And so in that fine tuning she then mentions I need to 
give it to a male colleague 
You have got to compromise which is true. Because his ideas will be the 
best to the manager. They will leave my desk and go to him for fine 
tuning 
In another job I was youngest in the team, I was 25 or 26 and remember 
now my subordinates had been in that organisation which was in 
existence for long. They had been in the organisation for longer and I 
am coming into management which was a cause for friction.  Males used 
their age to intimidate me. 
I think in my career ladder it was more about opportunities than merit. 
The first opportunity was due to tribal grounds I am Ndebele, for tribal 
reasons, the second was volunteer basis and they wanted to encourage 
their volunteers. It made me question is it on merit or is because I'm the 
only one. In the third I was identified during a workshop and then I was 
informed there is a management position if you are interested and I 
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applied. It took time, to be told later I was the second option. The first 











I also felt its relegating someone to a corner and reducing them. It 
reduces a person and makes them feel less important, so you always 
keep them at that level. 
There is a bit of fear of destabilizing the ship because there is a moment 
where you think "Okay, I found it like this, let me just leave it like this." 
Yeah, I think that's it. There are some areas where you come out as a 
threat so I'm not sure if I was giving off as a threat or if it was other 
people feeling threatened.  
Change can be a daunting thing. I think they are always shifting goal 
posts. Shifting goal posts for women 
In one conversation, they said "People come here with their papers and 
they think papers will work for them. 
I don't think it’s uniform dealing with males and dealing with females. I 
don't think it's one blueprint. I don't think there is a blueprint. It's how do 
we make sure that the males merge in. 
And, one of the things I've learnt is that guilt eats up a lot of us women. 
Guilt of, if you leave early, if you take a one-hour lunch or maybe 15 
minutes or ten minutes but if you take a one-hour lunch you are feeling 
bad, you quickly go back 
I think there are a lot of burdens that you must go through as a female I 
think there are a lot of burdens that you must go through as a female. 
There is that and then you also going up you keep fighting and it’s not 
an easy place to go to and you keep fighting all the way up, you know. 
As a woman in senior leadership position what l value most about myself 
is the ability to coach, mentor and motivate people. 
I think it’s not like women don’t like to be there in senior leadership 
positions 
Senior leadership positions are not friendly for women………… Either 
you concentrate on you career and get it off and when you want a child 
you find it’s too late. There are limitations. Culturally you are expected 
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to be home and look after the children. At times conditions force you to 
choose between career and family” 
You find that in most cases women in senior leadership positions are 
either single women or those with no children. Either you concentrate on 
you career and get it off and when you want a child you find it’s too late. 
I reached a constant not because I didn’t want to go up. I have turned 
down offers. I decided to settle for a while, I hate the travelling leaving 
my family behind. 
I look at the triple role expected of a woman culturally. I am expected to 
look after extended family. I should be there to welcome them into my 
home or look after them if they are staying. My role of procreation as a 
mother or parenting wife is important to me. I also must bring money. 
My religious role as a Christian expects me to look after family 
As a woman in senior leadership position what l value most about myself 
is the ability to coach, mentor and motivate people 
However sometimes good women leaders lose their jobs for no clear 
reasons. 
In Save the children there were no black directors and later females. A 
woman who raised it in one of the conferences has disappeared from 
her job for unknown reasons. Therefore, being vocal is a no. 
I feel women are put in a team just as window dressers 
I have worked in different countries Zimbabwe, South Africa, Southern 
Africa and West Africa. I attend conferences in Europe. Recently I /was 
in Italy. Being a foreigner in a country for example here in South Africa 
coming into senior leadership position that’s when you get told you are 
coming in with your papers us, we have experience. I think here it’s 
much more difficult 
You are constantly tested on what you are doing or what you are talking 
about. I travelled to Italy to give a presentation. Though I was just there 
for the presentation people wanted to know if I was aware of what’s 
going on in South Africa 
Senior leadership positions are not friendly for women………... Either 
you concentrate on you career and get it off and when you want a child 
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you find it’s too late. There are limitations. Culturally you are expected 
to be home and look after the children. At times conditions force you to 
choose between career and family 
I have had moments with my boss whereby I am frustrated because I 
don’t know where we are going and where we are coming from. I try to 
remain professional because there is a thin line between being 
professional and emotionally mourning 
What helped me was a life coach 
   
M1V1  ……Leadership is moulded from where you come from  
 They had to choose a leader who was going to emerge as a leader. 
What struck me in that case was that the selection panel itself there was 
only one woman so in the end the job went to a guy who had the least 
experience of all the people that were there. And then there was another 
guy an older guy who had the experience who was put in as his deputy 
















…… he was inexperienced he used to tap into the women's heads as it 
were. He relied more, he   used the people around him but what I didn't 
like was it was for his own advancement 
Your own ideas are not being seen and at the end of the day you ask 
yourself is it because we are women and they don’t see what is going 
on 
What helped me to rise and succeed to senior leadership positions I 
would say that intrinsic thing in me I've always had that push that I've 
always wanted to be different let me say that and different in the way I 
deal with my personal relationships and different in the way I approach 
my career 
I have always preferred the male leadership simply because in my 
experience as women we tend to like I have said to you be petty whereas 
men, I usually say men think in compartments they know if it's about this 
thing we do this thing and it's done. 
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Women are not visible in senior leadership positions because I think it's 
the expectations we come out as you're saying we graduated with the 
same qualifications but when we get to the workplace my male 
counterparts already added advantage then and it's just a we currently 


























I guess in the workplace itself and their prefer to hire another man than 
a woman and then even if we enter at the same level the guy advances 
faster than me and in my time I guess when I was growing up it had a 
lot to do with me and I get pregnant this year then I have to sort of go 
back and that kind of thing whereas he is concentrating and he is  
moving faster but of lately even I still see the woman has to work extra 
hard for them to get to be at the same level as the guy 
I think we are still seen as not designed for the board room I guess we 
are supposed to still be backward and be for the home and when I get 
pregnant it's proving a point to say you know she still has to go home 
and do whatever but I also think women we tend to carry a lot. 
We work in the corporate world but we have got work that is waiting for 
us also at home in our lives we still look after the same man that advance 
ahead of us. We help them in fact to advance and then you are side-
tracked by looking after the kids, looking after schoolwork you know 
there are so many roles that we play and that tends to divert the attention 
from us moving. Of late I have heard a lot of women say"' all the kids are 
grown "" and now I am able to progress but we already a few years 
behind you know so again it’s you having to put all the energy for you to 
advance 
I know those who have actually advanced quite quickly in those positions 
they have sort of forsaken the family side of things and concentrated on 
their careers. Which always has a spin of oh she has neglected the 
family. you know when things go bad in the family then it is attributed to 
you again so it is like either way as a woman you can't win 
 I do not even aspire to be at CEO level. Personally, I actually don't want 
to be a CEO I have been offered a position which I don't want. It's a 
personal preference so it's not something that I Look to say one day I 
want to be that I don't feel the need for that 
I have always been a refusing leader 
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so financially yes, if maybe I was in a position where I needed a lot of 
money or whatever maybe I would have taken that job but the way I see 
it is; getting that money comes at a cost anyway for me from the 
experiences that I have seen I am at a point I guess where I think I have 
all that I want 
The price that one pays high up there, it’s a very lonely life up there from 
experience from what I have seen and it is not something that is for me 
I forsake the price the money that comes with it for the contentment, the 
time I have with my children the time I have with myself and to do the 
things that I  really enjoy that is more important to me than to be up there 
Emotionally she was drained and workwise she wasn’t satisfied either, 
but she had worked very hard to reach the top at that point she has 
actually given all of it up. At the moment she doesn't even work she does 
freelance work that is more it for her so I think of all those things not 
necessarily that has shaped me, but I have never really felt I needed the 
high pay 
There is a lot of talk about sleeping your way up to the top and those 
kind of things and when people look at those women they tend to 
associate women with those kinds of things and how did she really get 
up there without sleeping around or whatever but I'm just talking 
experience 
I think women rule the World even though we don't realise if we were to 
actually have women in those positions I think we would also have a 
better Society as it were we are the mother's we are the ones who give 
birth to children and we are the ones who build and raising the children 
that we want and as such we are the bricks that build Society 
If we had more women up there I tend to think that actually things would 
be different because we view things differently than men as I was saying 
earlier on women have a broader picture of things so I tend to think if we 
had more women in positions of power if we had more women 
presidents I think the world would be a better place 
Men tend to be driven by egotism 
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I'm more of a hands-on person than a person who pushes paper and 
Strategy and vision 
We are used to being in subjection to men and why I'm raising it is 
because actually one of my male colleagues raised it with me. We were 
talking in general about how Malawians are supposed to be subservient 
they're not vocal people and they don't like strikes and they don't like 
uncultured things. He actually pointed out and said that I was equally the 
same and when I tried to ask him and say give me a specific thing he 
couldn't give me a work-related thing though. He just said he feels like 
at times I curtsy when I talk and I hold my hand when I'm greeting that 
sort of thing. Which made me stop and think ok there is a thing about 
how we are raised and how we believe a woman is meant to be, that we 
carried through into the workplace and it follows us through so that's 
where I am basing my point of view 
I think our presence there even though it might seem like it's minimal 
because of the numbers but the mere fact that we are there makes a 
difference and we inspire other women and I actually tend to feel that 
with the younger Generations that are coming up that they are going to 
change that and that there will be more women in positions because of 
the other woman that have sort of led the way. 
My 1st job my boss was a woman I think we have two or three male 
social workers there. what I found was actually the woman was in a 
position of higher authority but she tended to also favour the men so we 
all arrived at the same level and be trained in the same way and grow in 
the same way but the weight will be more on the man and that would 
come in the cases that are allocated to you as a woman. the man who 
would tend to get cases that would profile them as somebody who has 
worked on a case 
But another dynamic that came with that is that us women also we have 
a problem because we clashed amongst ourselves instead of us helping 
each other to advance, there were lots of tensions, unnecessary 
tensions that used to happen which you know I look back now and think 
actually we could have done a whole lot more in terms of our own 
advancement. If it weren’t for us trying to please a boss who was a man 
so trying to outshine each other so that the boss sees me 
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 Women rule the world  
   
S3AC My experience is specific to the level of executive levels on a global 
norm 
Leadership 
 ……… chance to celebrate women who succeed against the odds, 
especially those who reach the top in a man’s world, despite male 
protection of their turf 
I am sixty-nine. I started my career when senior women in the workplace 
was not that common, if you understand 
So, when I started working my peers were all men 
I only had men as bosses and mentors 
I can almost say the challenge was to get women to be assertive without 
being aggressive. Because some women think if they are in managerial 
positions, they need to be aggressive 
So, you find that you do all the work you pass it onto your female boss, 
and she is the Queen Bee 
I also find that a lot of women are jealousy. If there is a strong younger 
woman in her team, she will keep that woman down. I find that quite 
disturbing because it’s those younger women that specifically need role 
models 
I find often that especially maybe in SA that because of BEE policy 
sometimes women get accelerated in their careers without them bidding 
down or that they job hop 
I find sometimes that If a woman reports to another woman up in the 
chain it seems to lessen the impact of the QB syndrome 
Somehow the idea that men always discriminate women is for me not 
proven. Its individual cases 
I think women find it more difficult to be reporting to another woman than 
to a man. 
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The female boss has to work a little bit harder to get acceptance of a 
female colleague. 
You will find and I see all the successful women have au pairs and 
drivers. It’s the ones that can’t afford that who have problems in their 
careers 
To rise to executive level women must keep on developing their skills. 
When you are on maternity leave go, and enhance your skills, go and 
study. There is nothing that stops you to do that but don’t go and drop 
out of the skills market 
When it comes to subordination of women in senior leadership positions, 
I think the problem in South Africa is that men find it very difficult to 
manage strong women.   
I have seen it, the weaker the chief executive the weaker is the team he 
hires. The stronger the chief executive the stronger is the team he hires 
I think women think especially now in South Africa that they are entitled, 
and they get over promoted and then reach that so-called glass ceiling. 
They are put into senior positions and expect a year later to move up 
again and again but that is not a glass ceiling that is a natural career 
progression. 
 We ask people what leadership positions they have in their community 
and what other interests they have outside the workplace. Those that 
say I work and go home, no. 
Leadership 
Yes, we work, and we go home but certain Saturday mornings I am a 
clinical psychologist I go to the mental hospital and I do a day therapy 
there. I don’t do it every Saturday or sometimes I do it on a Sunday 
sometimes I do emergencies on a Wednesday night and then I go. 
Nobody suffers because of that 
Most women get stuck because they are not financially literate………… 
When you see people with degrees, they don't even know what's a 
balance sheet. I mean what degree is that. 
I think women use race, it is the wicked people who use the race card, I 
have never seen a strong black woman, white woman, Indian woman or 
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whatever colour they are use the race card. The ones that use the race 
card are the ones with a chip on their shoulder and emotional 
intelligence is weak 
Not all women need to lead or anything like that you find some excellent 
women for instance that are executive PAs who are doing a stunning job 
and earning a lot of money. I know of PAs who are earning 80000 Rands 
a month, they're doing a stunning job.   
When I lead other women, I am very honest with them. If you sit here 
and your cleavage is out and your boobs sticking out, I will tell you next 
time when you come to the interview and you're not dressed better, you 
will not get the job. 
As a woman in senior leadership position one needs to manage their 
financial situation well so that you don't become financially hampered 
So, you find that you do all the work you pass it onto your female boss, 
and she is the Queen Bee. But that woman does not only do it with 
women but also with men. But she somehow in my experience where I 
have seen this happen, she is less inclined to be confrontational with the 
men than with women. She confronts women easier 
Attempting to sabotage the Queen Bee is also not recommended. She 
will retaliate. Subordinates invariably lose out. One tip is to show 
emotional strength. Don’t cry at work. Don’t show you’re distressed by a 
child’s illness or domestic difficulties. This can be misreported as failure 
to cope. Try to meet the Queen Bee on new ground. Ask for her insights 
on how to make career progress. If problems continue, stand up to the 
bully, but be diplomatic and respectful. Perhaps there’s some light at the 
end of the tunnel 
   
Z2FS All managers and directors were men Leadership 
 There was no way a female person would be seen or taken as the 
director when working as a nurse or a teacher due to the cultural 
misconceptions that stated female children were not supposed to go to 
school was the norm 
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Back then it was common knowledge that a man with a pot belly who is 
tall and a bit gigantic becomes the manager at a company. 
I feel that reporting to my fellow women as a supervisor is so challenging 
and if ever there is a male person it is even easier to report to him 
A woman supervisor will not give you off days even when you tell her 
your child is not feeling well. The case is different if you go to the male 
supervisor asking him for off days because your child is not well you will 
be granted the days to go and get your child treated without further 
questions being asked 
So there is that Queen B syndrome we calling it the Queen b syndrome 
the woman only wants to be the queen helping me produce honey but 
at the end of the day you will still be insignificant that is a queen b. 
I do not even want to rise in this organization I might go back to study 
for my doctorate or go and look for a job where I will be feeling 
appreciated 
   
M2GM I started as a field monitor Leadership 
 ……there was a lot of bribery you know…..  
I remember telling the boss that I was like I'm sorry I'm not interested 
He was like what I thought you needed it, but I said I don't need the extra 
money. I thought this is not the path I want to be in, I want development 
I never told my parents so that's how I left 
My superior was a male and a hard one 
I got a negative assessment from the boss and I remember him telling 
me that………. I saw my feedback I cried 
……for me I think I felt like he was more intimidating than supportive   
   
S2RB I hold the position of director.    
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 I think you need to be secure with yourself have this inner peace and 
well-being on the inside it doesn't matter what life throws at you from the 
outside you can handle it at the end of the day it's your journey it really 
is only your journey. 
 
My boss says I was his only choice because of the value I have added 
for me to be a director. 
I still have to sit in management meetings in the boardroom one day in 
a week with 5 for 6 male counterparts, CEO and other directors 
Where I'm standing now being a CEO would be great 
However, this is a family business there were two shareholders initially 
one was the CEOs brother and he left that's how my director position 
was open. He was bought out or sold his shares or whatever the case 
might be. The other director is a close friend of the CEO, they went to 
school together and hail from the same town 
The third director who happens to be my boss is an outsider like me and 
has been with the company for the last 16 years. When he reached his 
ten-year mark, he was offered a director position. He is also a 
shareholder so being a director and being a shareholder are obviously 
two different things 
At work my boss had a shift in his attitude, instead of wishing me well 
and saying congratulations he was busy saying now I'm in the upper 
class and making some stupid comments for like a few days. Even when 
I was in a meeting last week I left the room and when I came back the 
CEO was like I think we should speak the language of the Land Rover 
now 
The people that seem to pass these side remarks are people that are in 
a higher level than me they possibly see me as a woman and not fit 
enough to drive this car on the other side the younger guys that are at 
work and that are lower than my level or Junior managers supervisors I 
mean that's all they can talk about how is your car we have great car 
conversations 
It's really amazing and then you realise not everyone is happy with your 
success. 
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I think life for a working woman in senior leadership life is a juggle 
Everyone in meetings always agrees with the boss and I am the only 
one to ask questions. They have realised the boss likes a yes sir, no sir 
type of character. Yes, sir no sir how high can l jump sir. 
Puppets I called them I'm not a puppet I've got a brand I've got a mind I 
think for myself 
I agree that women bring each other down I agree with that because I 
don't think there is enough support for women. I remember when I got 
the directorship very few people came and said congratulations. Hardly 
anyone ever did. 
As I mentioned the title of being someone's wife or mother or director or 
the manager whatever they are just typo and for me these are all roles I 
need to play in my life they are all part of my life they are not my whole 
life I still need to worry about me and I think throughout my Life no matter 
where I was or what was happening I was just worried about me 
especially. 
   
Z3LH So, if the society was at one point against girls becoming learned how 
about obtaining a leadership position? 
Leadership 
…….the people who are supposed to employ and offer us jobs ‘men’ 
those are the same people who still hold leadership positions. 
 
They tell you about 20 years’ experience that we do not have, there is 
no woman with such an experience and if ever there is one, she is 
already retired 
Women are not really rising politically because of the fear of what their 
husbands will say when they get home. 
Taking it into consideration we also have our biases that are based on 
the issue of gender roles that we cannot do such and such kind of jobs 
because they are masculine. 
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Emotions at work are really pulling us down maybe according to men 
because that is what they think and because of that they will not give us 
a leadership role 
If you tell them to do something and they deny some women start crying 
and they end up resigning, you know 
So, because of crying publicly the men who are supposed to employ us 
concluded they cannot employ a candidate who is emotional for a role 
in leadership. 
Women have a negative attitude that also plays a role in our struggle of 
getting to the top because if you look at how we dress attracting negative 
comments, it’s bad. 
I am not paying particular attention to the issue of race if you are a 
woman you are a woman. 
You know I really did not want to raise that because I figured out people 
will get the wrong perspective but either way, I have my own opinion 
towards that as a social scientist. 
   
S4KB Suffering is part of a woman in senior leadership positions. You look 
back and you are stronger. 
 
Then I think you know how sad while you are there, they cannot use 
enough words to break you down but once you leave it's as if that 
restriction is now gone. You are not big competition anymore. Suddenly 
you are valued. 
I think from my side all women in executive positions have that 
responsibility so that the next generation can learn that's why I said you 
can tape this interview because somewhere someone must stand up 
and say this is what it's like. 
If you're not committed and you don't know what your own worth is, you 
are doomed. 
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I had to make new changes in my life because obviously you must know 
where you are good, to understand and use your knowledge optimally 
in any company. 
Unfortunately, nobody told me in a scientific discipline that the first thing 
that you will encounter is people saying you don't understand business 
despite the fact that you clearly do understand it, otherwise you won't be 
able to function in the role that you are in. 
If you want to improve your position you must leave that company and 
go somewhere else and that's how I did it. 
So, the only clever thing that happened to me I think at last was to 
recognize a dull and useless position when I found myself in one. 
I am almost at the end of my career and I will work until the day I drop 
dead. I will never retire. If I look back I think there is only one good thing, 
the satisfaction of a job well done. 
It has been a bit of struggle because principles come at a high price. 
I tell you what I learnt was that is it true that you do unto others as you 
would like them to do unto you. 
Leadership 
So, I was headhunted and when I got there, I had signed the line. I was 
told, sorry do you understand you're starting at the bottom because we 
have together University out of you. I kid you not. Now when you have 
burnt your Bridges have burnt your bridges and then now what. 
But One day I put my head up and I realized I had developed a new 
computer program for the feed lab which was not my responsibility, 
conducting consumer research which was not mentioned in contract, 
and the list goes on, I am doing innovation sessions and research and 
gee  everybody was benefiting except me 
I decided to do literature about product development and ethics. In my 
view, it never addressed the realities of business. There were all 
theoretical intuitions sketching this wonderful thing about the steps to 
follow but never talks about the human aspect and personal 
development that you need to go through so that you can survive and 
grow. 
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With the Advent of computers and expansion I wrote three books on 
product development but to publish them was such a new thing and I 
had to learn publishing. I am a registered publisher with the National 
library in Cape Town. So, the books have ISBN etc. I think I have got it 
in my system I also wrote two masters books in business administration 
and I also used that information to code a book on ethics in business 
and affirmative action. 
We must prepare the next generation so that things can be better 
because I think things have not improved. Everybody is quiet and it's not 
about telling the men about this or MD and CEO it's about telling 
upcoming executive women  about this preparing them and giving them 
thicker skin and giving them the defence system to cope and that's what 
makes me excited about your research because it seems to me that's 
what you are going to do and the only request I have is that the work 
that you do must be shared with business schools because that's the 
first place in my view where the wrong bases /the wrong foundations are 
laid. 
The women executive have children. I hope she does because can you 
imagine what a woman as a mum can impart on her children and 
especially to the girls in that family and to say this is what you can do 
and to the boys in the family to say this is what you must allow your wife 
and children to do because then will it will improve society without that 
we are not going anywhere. 
I am honest with you when I take a commitment, I take that commitment 
seriously. 
But the moment the men found out what I was I did not even see them 
leave I just saw the dust. They would run one moment they were in front 
of me and the next they were gone. Once I realised that I just stopped 
looking because I had to decide for myself what is important to my life. 
So, it was a team effort what I'm saying is you don't get to a senior 
position if you don't have that kind of dedication and love and 
commitment not only from my parents but also the teams that have 
worked with we were there for one another that is very important for me. 
It's about giving unreservedly. 
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………… if you have anybody reporting to you it's your responsibility to 
improve that person. 
That taught me a very important lesson that there are certain levels of 
education and you must adjust to that. Unfortunately, I think all 
executives do not know that and in my position at the CGC I was once 
again brought back to that in the work in parliament for example and 
sadly when you are presenting work to people that do not have scientific 
knowledge it’s not detrimental to them, it’s just not their world. 
But women tend to well many of them senior woman that are worth their 
positions tend to look at things with a little more wisdom because they 
are mums They deal with the scrapes and the aches and the realities of 
life. 
 What I can say is don't give up you are one of those women that will 
rattle the cages with your PhD. You can be that minister of women 
Affairs because if you don't have people that actually walk the walk and 
talk the talk it’s a problem. 
 
   
Z4SS Leadership is about being able to lead itself, to impact, to make 
progress, to grow not only to grow in terms of money or business but 
even to grow in terms of staff. Because you lead then they can do the 
work on their own. Like now I am in entrepreneurship. One day I expect 
to be able to sit and just delegate and see how things are happening. 
Current you need to grow, to make sure the younger generation can see, 
and they are inspired. 
Leadership 
I am a director now but where I was in banking, I had worked for 
company X For 22 years. 
That's where I really experienced that climbing the ladder is difficult. 
And especially that as women, we have a family and that at times we 
are not able to put in hours that are required, if need be but we did put 
because I remember there was a time where I will finish, I would knock 
off at 10 o'clock in the evening or 11 o'clock because you would be going 
through certain phases and challenges. 
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You find that the men were not performing in terms of trust and so on, 
there are issues of not handling issues of money well, fraud and such 
and at the end of the day they found that women can be trusted. 
My finance director and my director were men. We had at that point in 
time, one woman I think she left by then, treasury manager, she was a 
woman. 
My finance director and my director were men………. you find men 
generally do that, they discuss, let’s give one another business. 
And I think there was another woman in audit but that one was a problem 
she always had an issue with women sometimes when you are in 
position of power of influence you don't want to see your fellow women 
coming up. 
You find with men I think it also comes with our traditions; I think the 
traditions issue takes place. And for me I think issues of confidence. I 
was not in the business that I usually was. Issue of also building 
confidence.  
Knowing the business ethics. But I think it's warming up now. 
Sometimes I feel we can, and we must fight more to be recognized. 
So, on that point I've also found that women against Women. 
We must be given the same scenario and be able to deliver. Unless I 
fail. And if I fail, if I deliver, let it be recognized. 
The upcoming generation… They too take it up, they must work. They 
need to look at the holistic approach, it's not issues of knowing the book. 
They need to be able to apply themselves in every situation because 
even when you are a director or when you are up there, you need to 
know how to do the minimal work because you find that someone even 
comes in as a, as a trainee and they start at managerial level. You need 
to sometimes appreciate what happens at the lower level. 
Because without the lower level, you've got no one to manage, you've 
got no one to lead. Without them there is no need for a leader. 
So, on that point I've also found that women against Women. 
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S5LA I think generally speaking it is still very difficult for women to get into 
leadership positions because it is still very much a male-controlled 
environment. 
Leadership 
 And I also found without doubt, that because I was a woman, I had to 
fight doubly hard to get somewhere whereas a man could sit back on his 
laurels, but he was earmarked to go up the ladder. 
 A man who is hard like you, that's ok, it's fine he could do that because 
that's normal, whatever that means for a man, but for a woman you know 
you're not allowed to be like that. 
 And you've basically got two choices, you can either fight it or just accept 
it. Sometimes fighting is a good thing, if you've got the energy, but 
sometimes there comes a point where you just have to say look it's fine 
, I will just have to deal with it and that's unfortunate. 
Leadership 
And that also places a huge burden on women because she's got the 
responsibility of children, the responsibility of our home, a husband, 
maintaining all of that and she still got to go places in her career, work 
really hard to do what she needs to do. 
I never had my own space, it was partly my fault because I grew up in a 
generation where it was expected of a woman to take care of her kids, 
so I had the kids, I had the career, I had this, I had that and I was always 
juggling these balls with bad results. 
And I think what happens then is that women become rather aggressive 
to try and overcome this problem and then they are seen as, may I use 
a swear word – bitches, real bitch, “don't work with her she's a real hard 
bitch” and that's the tag that you can easily get. A man who is hard like 
you, that's ok, it's fine he could do that because that's normal, whatever 
that means for a man, but for a woman you know you're not allowed to 
be like that. 
So, if you make a really difficult decision and you fire somebody then it's 
kind of held against you or whatever and the guilt is huge, and you've 
got to work with that as well. So, you've got so many issues, so many 
stumbling blocks plus all the guilt, upon guilt, upon guilt. What you end 
up doing sometimes is second guessing everything you do, and I find 
that a lot. 
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So, I still find you never really get over that point of let me just be me, 
this is who I am and it's ok to be like that. 
I really hope that the new generation is not like my generation, I really 
hope so. I hope they can learn to own who they are and what they are 
and what they do and what they don't do. 
It's actually all ok and nobody has the right to make you feel different, 
aggressive, guilty, lesser than who you are and that's all part and parcel 
of all of this, of the experiences that I've had. 
So, it was that inequality. 
If we could just have rules, the same rules just for everybody across the 
board that would be very useful because then you can push out those 
people and bring in … also black women, I have no problem with that 
but people who are actually competent to do the job. 
One of the most important things to have is 
experience…………………….. So, go out into industry, work your way 
up. 
I don't allow negativity to get me down. I remember it because it's turns 
me on it gives me that impetus to almost say I'll show you I can do it. 
I never had my own space, it was partly my fault because I grew up in a 
generation where it was expected of a woman to take care of her kids 
,so I had the kids, I had the career, I had this, I had that and I was always 
juggling these balls with bad  results. 
I think at the end of the day you are in danger of burning yourself out 
and I think this is something that probably affects women for more than 
men because of this expectation that you are the caregiver and therefore 
you have to be there doing all of this. 
I think that engaging with men about this in forums is absolutely vital and 
you know I'm very sceptical of women's forums, about women's rights 
and women's this. and women's that because it can be extremely 
incestuous. We need men in there, we need leading men in there who 
can understand the dynamics, that can understand the issues and that 
there's a dialogue between the two groups. 
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Because we love them then we are not going to solve this on our own 
we need to have them there an important part of this whole process and 
I think that's critical that we have to understand. 
 I am flummoxed with the ministry of women’s affairs. I haven't seen 
much from the department, I haven't seen any fantastic initiative, I 
haven't seen anything coming out of that ministry and it's a great pity 
because you have a person and parliament who is in a position with 
taxpayers’ money receiving a salary and what are we getting out of it, 
nothing. 
 
Legislation is not enough to curb problems of women in senior 
leadership. Legislation can create a false sense of protection but that's 
about it. 
There was a time I went home you know blubbering like a baby because 
that was my way of getting rid of the frustration. And you know if anything 
happened in that environment, I had a particularly patriarchal boss. 
I was going home late at night 8 o'clock. I was leaving home at 6 o'clock 
in the morning. I never had a life anymore. It was Joburg to Pretoria and 
I just decided if he does not understand the value of somebody working 
off-site because I had that with the previous boss I had Flexi times and 
he just refused when he came and he said everybody will be here at this 
time everyone will leave at that time then you stopped to becomes 
belligerent because you say why should I work on a weekend 
I had a boss who sked me all the time in 5 years where would you like 
to be and I said I'd like to have your position. He laughed in my face and 
said that would never happen. 
   
Z5SC I was chairing meetings here and there doing adverts for publication in 
the Herald newspaper. 
Leadership 
With the kind of work that we do, I have noticed that men don't want 
challenges.  they don't want women who are focused who have 
principles who know what they do, who have a strong character, who 
seem to compete with them. 
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The truth is when you get into a company do not just be focused on what 
you are doing, you should learn the character of your boss as well. 
The only thing that is happening with women these days is; women tend 
to look at their appearance. You look at your appearance and see 
yourself self as very beautiful and you want men to look at you and you 
don't work hard. The problem is we claim to be working hard but at the 
end of the day we are not working. 
The men will think otherwise they can do better than us because it's you 
who started being lazy. 
I did my primary education in Mufakosi, grade 1 starting in 1978 and I 
started my secondary school and I finished in 1988. When I finished in 
1988, I didn't come out well at school so I got married in 1990 when I got 
married my husband took me and made me stay I Rusape for 4 
years……. I adapted to the situation my husband was working at Zesa 
he was a first-class welder, so when I was in the farm my in-law taught 
me everything. 
I am a woman in business, but I cannot go out to mingle with men and 
share their ideas because people will think that I'm out there to get men. 
My advice to upcoming women who wish to go up the ladder into senior 
leadership positions is that you should trust yourself before you trust the 
person that you're looking at and working with. 
The problem with women is that we look down on each other and we 
don't want to see each other succeed. 
With your study please share what you get and unite all women. 
   
S6CV But then with my new boss, he could have been my child. He's very 
young. 
 
Yes, for quite a number of years we had a boss, a black man, he's a 
Zulu guy. 
When that position became advertised I deliberately say I am not going 
to apply I have had enough of this man because he broke my soul in 
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terms of…………... how  do I say………… you know I  just had enough 
of humiliation and rejection that I just said no. 
 ……… it was a whole culture in our department that you work with 
humiliation, you work with questioning everything, you never worked 
with satisfaction, you never worked thinking you'd achieved. It was a 
very negative department and it destroyed us, it really destroyed us……. 
Leadership 
So it was a personality problem. But fortunately, he left. 
Can I say if it was not for this man and his personality issues I would 
higher up. 
I had just had enough of humiliation and rejection. 
I am also no longer interested in leadership positions……. You know I’m 
62 next month and you know I have got three years left and you get also 
in a time in your life that…. I have got now grandchildren and if you are 
in this executive position again your life is not your life. If the politicians 
say jump you must ask how high? If they want to see you Sunday 
afternoon 12 o’clock you need to come, Sunday afternoon 12 o’clock. If 
there is a disaster and you must work three days non-stop then you must 
do it I was there. 
   
Z6JM I should, however, hasten to say that a more apt topic should have been 
“Women leaders on the Global Stage: Lessons from and for Africa. 
Leadership 
I had to fight to rise through the ranks to become a commander and 
trainer of combatants, mostly men. 
As African women in leadership we have stories, very powerful 
testimonies that, if shared, would inspire a lot of women globally. 
We are not just receivers of lessons from elsewhere, we also impart 
knowledge from our unique experiences as women brought up in 
extremely unique circumstances. 
Women political leaders in different countries across Africa face 
numerous barriers to entry into the political field. 
Currently, there are about 25 countries in the world with female leaders 
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My wartime experiences were an orientation to leadership from which I 
learnt to be tough when confronted by soft challenges and be cool, calm 
and, may be soft, when the going became really tough. I learnt to be 
calm in the midst of storms. 
I rose through the ranks in Government to the position of Vice President 
of the Republic. I also owe a lot to an academic sojourn that I undertook 
while balancing equally important roles as a young wife, a mother, 
cabinet minister and, at the tail end of it, as a Vice President. 
What is sad in most of these cases of persecution and abuse of women 
is that men find willing accomplices in some of our own fellow women. 
This was the case in Zimbabwe where those at the forefront of side-
lining me were fellow women. This is a cancer that we must deal with as 
women if we are to advance in various leadership positions. 
  Promotion  
S1IM I don’t believe our organisations in South Africa looking at the ones I 
have worked for are structured and function in a way that will support 














I am not be given that opportunity to, you know to, come out. 
But at the same time, I am not being given that ……(pauses) and sighs.  
I feel like I am at that point of wanting to come out. I have been at that 
level for too long. 
 I believe I can take over my boss’s position. For some time, last year, I 
wanted to do operations management but because of money issues I 
couldn’t.  But I want to come out, I want to be out there. 
I will give an example of X foods company. It was a different situation, 
there was no opportunity for me to explore much. 
I decided to look for another job to get a better salary. 
  
Z1ZM  …….. you find that in the NGO sector promotion is not as easy so for 
your growth you are forced to move to the next organisation for career 
growth. 
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So, what I felt is that my director failed me because that was her 
opportunity to be clear. To say, "No you are not a secretary, you don't 
have to take minutes". I also felt its relegating someone to a corner and 
reducing them. It reduces a person and makes them feel less important, 
so you always keep them at that level. 
I think coming in new in a position, is another thing because you are 
constantly reminded that you are new. 
I was new at Nelson Mandela Children's Fund for three years I am still 
new. 
I think they are always shifting goal posts. Shifting goal posts for women.  
So, you are always concentrating trying to chase a moving target. 
Unfortunately running after something that you don't know what it is. 
 I have moved jobs hey. I have changed (7) jobs. 
Though I am highly educated with a master’s degree, I think in my career 
ladder it was more about opportunities than merit. The first opportunity 
was due to tribal grounds I am Ndebele, the second was volunteer basis. 
In the third I was identified during a workshop and then I was informed 
there is a management position if you're interested and I applied. It took 
time, to be told later I was the second option. I was offered because a 
male counterpart had refused the job. 
   
M1VC What I found was actually the woman was in a position of higher 
authority but she tended to also favour the men so we all arrived at the 
same level and be trained in the same way and grow in the same way 
but the weight will be more on the man and that would come in the cases 
that are allocated to you as a woman. 
Promotion 
I guess in the workplace itself and their prefer to hire another man than 
a woman and then even if we enter at the same level the guy advances 
faster than me. 
When the least experienced man was appointed women in my 
workplace considered it an unfair appointment because firstly, he didn't 
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have the relevant experience to do that and it became unfair because I 
know he used to call me what, ousie or aunt or something like that. 
Of late I have heard a lot of women say"' all the kids are grown "and now 
I am able to progress but we already a few years behind you know so 
again it’s you having to put all the energy for you to advance. 
Business tells those women that they are equal, but they make them feel 
less equal than the others. Women must push harder to be heard and 
achieve top positions or have something. Business should reinforce 
what they say. 
   
S3AC I have seen CVs here that women have changed six jobs in eight years 
and every time its leaving for a better position. But then they get to a 
stage where nobody wants to touch them. 
 
We tend to sit and mourn, go and do your own thing. Become an 
entrepreneur. So, I don’t believe in the glass ceiling. If there is a glass 
ceiling, I think it’s self-inflicted and it’s an excuse. I think women think 
especially now in South Africa that they are entitled, and they get over 
promoted and then reach that so-called glass ceiling. 
They are put into senior positions and expect a year later to move up 
again and again but that is not a glass ceiling that is a natural career 
progression. The other day I interviewed somebody here and that 
woman every 18 months she is giving her boss hell because she is not 
promoted and now nobody wants to employ her because people talk 
about other things. 
Most women get stuck because they are not financially literate. I suspect 
a lot of women get stuck because they are not financially literate. With 
financial literacy, they will understand the business. How can you lead if 
you don't understand the business? 
 Go and check if they say they're not at the top it will be interesting to see 
how competent they are financially. 
At executive level where I recruit salaries are on par but maybe at lower 
level there are salary discrepancies. If you compete for a job at executive 
level remuneration is equal. If I recruit a CEO with a package range, it is 
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same for men and women. Organisations cannot create red circles 
around them now because remember it is now reported. This is fact 
because I am working at that level. 
   
Z2FS Dynamic to the director whom you want to promote you, yet even in 
those dynamics you are not being promoted, Both the boss and female 
colleagues are in it for money and want more so there is competition 
already. 
Promotion 
Those who are supposed to be giving us the stick are the same people 
who have been holding on to the stick for ages. 
In order for women to achieve a better position at the work place we 
want to learn, and it takes courage knowing I am a holder as well as the 
owner of a master’s degree in international studies that I obtained in 
South Korea. 
When I left the country I did not have a main objective I only wanted to 
go randomly but I thought by the time I got back everyone who knew me 
and my educational background would see how successful I had 
become in terms of education only to be given a normal treatment similar 
to that of a person who is not very learned. 
I decided that the job I was doing was not really what I wanted to do and 
then thought of doing a master’s degree in the field of my choice and 
passion hoping by the time I will be done there will be job opportunities 
in the field of my work but still because of my first argument, the people 
who are supposed to employ and offer us jobs ‘men’ those are the same 
people who still hold leadership positions. 
But who can promote them? 
Suppose you have worked here, you have certificates, degrees and 
masters the boss would rather look at a male person without 
qualifications like yours, he would rather take that man than taking you 
saying her husband is wealthy, let her remain where she is and take that 
boy. That is male sponsorship is it happening here in Zimbabwe. It does 
happen especially if there is an outside promotion. 
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Prostitution and a promotion at work according to me it does not go hand 
in hand, but people see it as if it is interwoven. 
   
M2GM so that's my ladder, I got stuck in a position with no promotion. Promotion 
 When I got a new position, I think in my section I was the only potential 
candidate that’s what I will say. 
 I think I got the promotion because I was the only potential candidate. 
   
S2RB  I am a director and it was something l hoped for because I felt I achieved 
it. Ten years in a company is a long time and you know you have added 
value  so when it was offered to me it was great and I said thank you. 
 
I didn't get a new job description or anything. 
I wanted my boss to be very honest with me and let me know if I was 
white and Afrikaans was, he going to offer me the position. I didn't want 
it to be a BEE thing. I needed to know I got this position based on merit. 
My boss says I was his only choice because of the value I have added 
for me to be a director. 
So if you spend almost 11 years of your life with a company you have 
an attachment to it. 
 Men earn the highest salary. I think times have changed women are 
educating themselves and they are more qualified. I want to bring in the 
point of being a working woman. 
   
Z3LH ……...loose women will engage themselves in prostitution simply 
because they will be wanting free lunch or a promotion. 
Promotion 
 There will be lack of entertainment and boredom at the boss’s house 
hence the need to give such weak and very loose women the opportunity 
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to come closer with a token of a job better than the one they would have 
been doing. 
   
S4KB  Even though I had a PhD and none of the men in the department I was 
never promoted never ever. But they didn't want to lose me does that 
sound familiar?  
 
So, after that I went to the Dean and I asked really ?? and the answer I 
got was “You are a woman, you are not married and don’t have a family. 
The men in this department have families to care for so they must get 
the promotion and salaries. Sorry but that's the way it is." I am serious 
and now of course at that point I had red hair. 
So, I think for many women there is no improvement where they are. If 
you want to improve your position you must leave that company and go 
somewhere else and that's how I did it. 
So, the only clever thing that happened to me I think at last was to 
recognize a dull and useless position when I found myself in one. 
So, the bit about this one is I was told you know what you were appointed 
for, this was after seven years with the company and you get told you 
can never go above that appointment. 
Jumping back to the first company the only thing that I think you need to 
understand is when you are a woman you start at the bottom it doesn't 
help if you complain. So, I was headhunted and when I got there I had 
signed the line. I was told, sorry do you understand you're starting at the 
bottom because we have together University out of you. I kid you not. 
Now when you have burnt your Bridges have burnt your bridges and 
then now what? 
Now I know it's not been said a lot and people say it’s nonsense, but I 
know there is a glass ceiling, you are underpaid, you are overused, and 
you must take it or leave. That's the fact. 
   
Z4SS It was a tactic, that I cannot be promoted because my husband is well 
off, therefore, I don't need the job. 
Promotion 
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 I was tagged because of the capability and financial position of my 
husband. They would say “She doesn't need the money her husband is 
ok, so she doesn't really need it.” So that was the pull-down method. It 
was a tactic, that I cannot be promoted because my husband is well off, 
therefore, I don't need the job. It was frustrating at the end of the day. 
You find younger generations would come, especially the males and 
move. 
When it comes to issues of being promoted it came into play that you've 
got children you have to hurry to attend to your children you have to 
attend to your husband, as a mother you've got those issues. 
It wasn't about qualifications, they will just not talk about it despite that 
you're qualified, despite that you have experience, despite that I 
performed well, I never went for a disciplinary in all my 22 years, I never 
went for a disciplinary hearing, I never had a letter of caution but still no 
promotion. 
When the promotion came you had to fight for it. I had to fight especially 
when I left, and I went to the financial department. 
There was a time when I had to really go and see the finance director 
just ask him what they are looking for, yes, I had to because I really didn't 
care, I had to ask; what are they looking for and why did I have to be 
prejudiced against. 
   
S5LA And there's also a huge misconception out there that if a woman is 
technical in nature, she can't have leadership skills, she doesn't 
understand how to run a business or how to read a financial statement, 
those kinds of things, there's a lot of that out there. But I think there's a 
huge misconception. So, women are not even given the opportunity to 
come into an interview for that matter. 
Promotion 
And I also found without doubt, that because I was a woman, I had to 
fight doubly hard to get somewhere where as a man could sit back on 
his laurels, but he was earmarked to go up the ladder. 
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So, basically you were damned if you do fight and you were damned if 
you don't, and that's the situation I faced on many occasions. 
I was in Academia for the first 25 years then after that I went into an 
industry Association. Also, there, same story, the blockage up there. 
So, women are not even given the opportunity to come into an interview 
for that matter. 
   
Z5SC I got promotion after promotion, promotion after promotion because I 
was focused, and I really liked what I was doing. 
Promotion 
   
S6CV Operations managers, we don’t have and that is the people but it’s 
budget it’s in the structure but there is no money. 
Promotion 
 You know I’m 62 next month and you know I’ve got three years left ……. 
I’ve got now grandchildren and if you are in this executive position again 
your life is not your life. If the politicians say jump you must ask how 
high? If they want you to see you Sunday afternoon 12 o’clock you need 
to come…...So you re-prioritise your life to say do I really want to at this 
age still run around for politicians or do I stay where I am. 
Z6JM I had to fight to rise through the ranks. Promotion 
I was fortunate to have been appointed into Government at a tender age 
of 25, a privilege that was not afforded to many women. 
   
S3AC I had this one boss who thought he could sleep in your bed. That was 
his norm. 
Capitulating 
I have always had male bosses and barring one that was a womaniser 
and all the others were older men and were only enhancing my career.  
   
M1VC How you got to that position how did you get to the top there is a lot of 
talk about sleeping your way up to the top and those kind of things and 
Capitulating 
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when people look at those women they tend to associate women with 
those kinds of things and how did she really get up there without 
sleeping around or whatever but I'm just talking experience. 
   
Z2FS A man will say when we get to the conference come to my room and 
because I do not realize the importance of my degree, I focus on my 
looks instead and I get promotions that I pay for with a sexual favour 
even when I have my degree. 
Capitulating 
You know I really did not want to raise that because I figured out people 
will get the wrong perspective but either way, I have my own opinion 
towards that as a social scientist. 
Despite all being said I still do not believe such a thing is worth doing if 
it is please educate me on that. 
   
Z3LH ……...loose women will engage themselves in prostitution simply 
because they will be wanting free lunch or a promotion. 
Capitulating 
 There will be lack of entertainment and boredom at the boss’s house 
hence the need to give such weak and very loose women the opportunity 
to come closer with a token of a job better than the one they would have 
been doing. 
Capitulating 
There will be lack of entertainment and boredom at the boss’s house 
hence the need to give such weak and very loose women the opportunity 
to come closer with a token of a job better than the one they would have 
been doing. 
We may deny the existence of capitulation/ sextortion but there are 
women who are engaged in that and they believe they can rise in that 
manner. 
If we then refer to the ladies, we have here, can you say the lady was 
told she will be promoted because she had a sexual affair with the boss? 
What we should say instead is that we women are doing it voluntarily 
not because we are being forced at gun point. 
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That lady does not know she could have easily got that job just by 
applying for the vacant not at that company but at some other company. 
We as ladies are not rising because we do not believe that the additional 
degree or qualification, we have can take us somewhere else even 
higher than where we will be aiming. Instead you are thinking you are a 
blink card, where you are is where the boss will be, you take multiple 
roles, a worker, boss lover or something like that. But I think that females 
are just leaning on prostitution. 
   
S4KB But I think the reward as a woman is not there. The sad thing for me is 
also being witness to the other side of women executive in business and 
that is you listen to what the others say and how they account their move 

















I don't even want to give it a name, but I think you can put two and two 
together on how you can get there as well. 
You know what I have always thought that is nonsense, until I went 
overseas on a business trip and I was told expressively to turn a blind 
eye on what I see because they knew I would never engage in 
something like that because it’s completely against my religion and 
against who I am, against my principles, it’s against everything I am. 
On that trip, I realized the only thing is the moment in question that you 
are very drunk and then it’s all about " I don't know what happened". I 
don't drink either, so I watched, and I spent most of my time on my own 
in my room when we were not in sessions. 
I quickly learnt that if you want to go up the ladder you can do it in one 
of the two ways you can either do it the honest way which I did or you 
can make use of whoever can hook you up the ladder. Now at that stage 
I was bluntly offered a push up the ladder. 
You had to ask yourself who is taking you up the ladder because you 
don't know what their motive is. 
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You had to ask yourself who is taking you up the ladder because you 
don't know what their motive is. The dean said to me listen I can promote 














I was very stupid when you're 24 and you are honest and you look at 
things, you look at things not to gain things! There is a difference in the 
way you look at things and you don’t make friends that way obviously 
but at least you have got your integrity and you sleep well at night. 
Because at the end of the day it’s not about what you do now. It’s about 
how come and end your life. To me that's more important than the glare 
of success, that glare of success is really tinsel and I have seen woman 
lose self-respect. 
Speaking to you today I think to me that's the saddest thing about 
women in senior leadership positions. That's why I changed my mind 
and decided you can record me because business does not say it and 
no one will say it. 
They all probably paint such a beautiful picture because that's what you 
are told to do. 
It’s not about fair or not fair or women's liberation or anything like that. 
It has been a bit of struggle because principles come at a high price. 
You pay for it, make no mistake you do. 
It then dawned on me that they were trying to marry me off. When we 
had functions, there were all these unmarried men that they knew. They 
would escort me to my car, come and sit in my car, they would chat with 
me not people from my company but those people they knew. 
………. it's about telling upcoming executive women about this 
preparing them and giving them thicker skin and giving them the defence 
system to cope and that's what makes me excited about your research 
because it seems to me that's what you are going to do. 
Now you can believe one of two things you can either accept it and work 
your way up the hard way which is what I did, or you can capitulate which 
some did but strangely enough those are not the women that really 
succeeded. They had an easy life for a while I think but eventually if you 
don't have the stubbornness and the will to succeed and succeed for the 
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right reasons then it becomes much too easy to just give away because 
you are used to capitulating. 
The sad thing for me is also being witness to the other side of women 
executive in business and that is you listen to what the others say and 
how they account their move to the top. I don't even want to give it a 
name, but I think you can put two and two together on how you can get 
there as well and you know what I have always thought that is nonsense.  
until I went overseas on a business trip and I was told expressively to 
turn a blind eye on what I see. 
   
Z4SS Two that I remember off-hand, but I don't know if there were others that 
I didn't know of ………..( used sign language to complete the sentence 
as a sign of capitulating.) You'd find… I recall somebody who was just 
an ordinary PA yet in the field she was promoted to branch manager just 
like that. 
Capitulating 
A secretary by then was promoted to a branch manager and we had to 
come in now and assist her to make things happen because there was 
so much chaos in terms of how the books were done, in terms of 
presentation, in terms of reports. 
I think it is there. I think it is there because at the end of the day, women 
compromise more of their own growth 
Sometimes I feel we can, and we must fight more to be recognized. We 
must be given the same scenario and be able to deliver. Unless I fail. 
And if I fail, if I deliver, let it be recognized. 
   
S5LA In fact, it was that kind of attitude on his part that eventually led me to 
resign and just say I can't do this anymore. I was going home late at 
night 8 o'clock. I was leaving home at 6 o'clock in the morning. I never 
had a life anymore. 
Capitulating 
But when you get somebody else who comes in and start all this other 
nonsense and we were executive managers it's not like we were in 
Kindergarten, so there was no trust and lack of trust as one of the worst 
things you can have in an organisation. 
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Z5SC The only thing that is happening with women these days is; women tend 
to look at their appearance. 
 
At times it happens that you can call someone, and he thinks otherwise 
you go for both business and social interaction. If you need help with this 
that and the other, they say let's go out first, it happens but now it's your 
character that's within you if you want to go out first you can go out but 
if you see this is not proper you can say no. 
And that person will refuse to help you because of that and these 
situations I have encountered them.   
You go there with a pure clean heart and you find out when you arrive 
there a person has a hidden agenda and if you go there and you are not 
focussed you end up doing things that you will regret at the end of the 
day I have noticed these things happen to women whether you're single 
or married. 
There's a time where I was working you would find that married women 
were having boyfriends and you ask them so and so why are you doing 
this? And they would say no at home. 
   
Z6JM I was confronted by a different war; a war I had to fight against fellow 
comrades. 
Capitulating 
Almost on a daily basis I had to stand up against the abuse of female 
freedom fighters by male commanders who were above my military rank. 
The sad story of the Nigerian girls kidnapped and abused by the Boko 
Haram comes to mind. 
   
S1IM I am doing everything for my boss he does not know anything. (laughs) 
I think that is what frustrates me at my current job. 
Work hijacking  
He is like a white man or white man who has been given a position when 
born, and he gets someone to do his job. 
He just delegates without qualifications or experience. 
305 of 323 
Believe me when I say there was one project that he asked me to do 
leaving the entire meeting for me to chair whilst he sits there and I'm in 
charge of the meeting. He was just like a cover book from behind whilst 
I was doing everything. 
I know more than my boss I'm doing more than this little shilling that I'm 
going to get. 
   
Z1ZM My ideas are always hijacked, and I tell myself I am a planter. You hear 
yourself thinking. You can never take away what I know. I know and I 
know!!! 
Work hijacking 
In most instances where ideas have been hijacked if they ask for help I 
will, but I have also found self-praise when they bring it back to me. All 
this is draining. 
When I am asked for my view and go against them and they reject when 
I can see they are going with a three-wheeled cart, I will let them do it 
and wait until they need a fourth wheel for the cart. 
I will work on it and send him a draft so that he can give me his input. I 
will give my input rather than have the danger of the idea thrown out 
completely. It’s better to have the idea go through than have it be 
trampled. It's the sacrifice that you must make. 
But now what I have learnt is that whether the manager says the idea 
came from this one at the end of the day no matter how much she says 
it is this one, it is my idea. No matter how much she says it is his idea 
even he acknowledges it came from me. And even with the execution of 
the idea I am still an important player, I can still influence how it comes 
out at the end. 
It’s not about me growing. 
I believe we should put it through. I have planted a seed and now look. 
You come to a point where you realize you don't lose anything if it’s 
done. 
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You cannot take knowledge away from anyone. So, that’s my thought 
process. Initially people were saying "Why did you give that idea to him?" 
and later I said "Okay, I won't fight. 
 And I have done that with a couple of other projects if there is input. But 
now what I have learnt is that whether the manager says the idea came 
from this one at the end of the day no matter how much she says it is 
this one, it is my idea. 
That’s why I want to be my own boss and run with that. 
  
M1VC So, you know you would sit and crack whatever and at the end of the 
day this person would take all the credit as if its his own ideas and your 
ideas are not being affirmed. Your own ideas are not being seen and at 
the end of the day you ask yourself is it because we are women and they 
don’t see what is going on. 
Work hijacking 
So, we all arrived at the same level and be trained in the same way and 
grow in the same way but the weight will be more on the men and that 
would come in the cases that are allocated to you as a woman. The men 
who would tend to get cases. 
that would profile them as somebody who has worked on a case. I still 
remember in this case one of the guys got a case which had do with an 
x combatant who was very vocal involved in the Veterans side. So, 
whereas when it was initially allocated it went to a woman but because 
it was a high profile it had to shift and go to a man”. 
Firstly, he didn't have the relevant experience to do that and it became 
unfair because I know he used to call me what? Ousie or aunt or 
something like that. My nature is very welcoming so people would come 
and talk to me and in this case it felt unfair because half the time I had 
to help him you know to come up with things that you know he didn't 
have experience in weather leading the team itself how do we do team 
building. 
……we did raise a grievance I must say around that which went to 
another man and not really much came out of that. 
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S3AC When women bosses grab subordinates work credit for work done by 
subordinates You also find that if a subordinate is very competent that 
will fight back but if not delivering, they use that as an excuse for non-
delivery and say my boss is a bitch. But she is not delivering. 
Work hijacking 
   
Z2FS I don’t know if you are going to put this on record but that is my own 
point of view……. We do all the work, the bosses take it and get all the 
credit, then how can we get promoted if our work is not seen as ours. 
Taking it into consideration we also have our biases that are based on 
the issue of gender roles that we cannot do such and such kind of jobs 
because they are masculine……… 
 
   
M2GM I had these particular supervisors I had a lady supervisor she is from 
Panama South America, she was a tough character a strong character 
,such that if you didn't understand her you would think she is a difficult 
boss but I saw her differently because to me she was a mentor…….but 
the man , my other supervisor was not good he would say my work is 
bad and when I have forgotten he writes the same things I gave him on 
his report for the bosses and say its his ideas. 
 
   
S2RB In my previous job I had a similar situation where I had done a 
presentation where my boss needed to do a presentation for a retailer 
and he basically took the presentation I had done previously and I mean 
I even had a slide with a woman carrying a pile of books with a big key 
there saying "Key points.’ He didn't even have the decency to change 
that and I was at the presentation and I was fuming. 
 
He used to take credit for my work. 
This time they couldn't manage to convince me that my report is 
incorrect and then insisted I repeat. I decided to check up with the 
customer before redoing the report. The customer said yeah that's what 
I want and when I mentioned it to my boss ……………………...instead I 
got a very bad vibe from him since that day. 
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The only reason I was fuming was because as a scientist you always 
give credit where credit is due you always reference work and when I 
addressed it with our boss or the GM I was told that the presentation 
was on the company network and it is on the shared drive so it was free 
for anyone to use and I said "Thank you very much’’. The next week I 
received a letter from my boss about insubordination because he said I 
didn't listen to him and I was not at my desk although I had informed him 
that I needed to go to Joburg for a meeting I will be leaving at 14;00 and 
even having worked a couple of months for hours on end. 
   
Z3LH You know I really did not want to raise that because I figured out people 
will get the wrong perspective but l get unhappy when we sit in these 
meeting and this man takes my report and makes it as if its his own then 
people say he is brilliant yet it’s me who raised those things…….. but l 
just keep quiet. 
Work hijacking 
   
S4KB I researched on a project for my second PhD working for a company that 
eventually requested me to drop my studies. I would do my final script 
at home at 2 o’clock in the morning. Then the boss wanted a copy of my 
thesis. They were checking to see if I knew what I was doing whilst I was 
awake at 2 am. They sent this guy overseas to find this out. He took his 
wife with and had wine and cheese tasting whilst I was suffering at 2 
o’clock in the morning. 
 
So, I had a wonderful opportunity to teach a new appointee in a 
professorship though I was a lecturer and I had to do that by giving him 
my notes that I had as a student and giving him classes. 
I came through so much and have learnt so much and I hope that they 
gain a little wisdom also about which battles to fight and which wars to 
win and which things are just not worth it. 
………………. that's why I said you can tape this interview because 
somewhere someone must stand up and say this is what it's like. 
so they are quite amazed if you sort of react differently to things so I just 
use plain blackmail I'm being honest with you no pay no work, you want 
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my brain you pay for it if you argue or try it then done goodbye I know it 
sounds terrible but you know what maybe that’s where you impart the 
truth on so I don't know that's my story I don't know if it helps. 
   
Z4SS A secretary by then was promoted to a branch manager and we had to 
come in now and assist her to make things happen because there was 
so much chaos in terms of how the books were done, in terms of 
presentation, in terms of reports. In my case, I would go there when 
there is a problem and when fixed they would say her work is good and 
l was not mentioned. 
Work hijacking 
   
S5LA I think at the end of the day you are in danger of burning yourself 
out……. I have experienced work hijacking particularly in the industry 
Association. 
Work hijacking 
I was trying to explain this whole food safety body that had been set up 
that I had set up for the food industry in South Africa. He was part of this 
organisation of which he was now the boss and so I would present to 
him. He refused us as executive managers speaking directly to the 
board members. 
He would take my work and present to them. 
So, with the new boss we had to put together presentations for him and 
we had to sort of school him and if you like and he would go in at take 
all the credit. I was there. I felt very hijacked in that setting. 
 Using the word hijacked has never seen so appropriate.  
 I felt less important to feel as though you're just a pawn on a chessboard, 
that somebody is pushing around you, feel as though you don't have 
control any longer of what you say, of who you are. 
It creates almost the sense of distrust as well that you no longer have 
trust in that person because you don't know what that person is going to 
do with your information, because that person does not give you the 
credit. 
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There was a time I went home you know blubbering like a baby because 
that was my way of getting rid of the frustration. 
We need men in there, we need leading men in there who can 
understand the dynamics, that can understand the issues and that 
there's a dialogue between the two groups. 
You may switch off your recording. I will tell you a bit more about people 
taking credit for your work then I have to go to my meeting its starting in 
5 minutes.   
   
Z5SC He didn't want a lady or anyone to be a qualified person. I was supposed 
to just work for him, do the files and everything form him, then I was 
retrenched. 
Work hijacking 
   
S6CV  He would dump his work and mine on me, while it was bad you know I 
had to let him shine knowing l did everything; you know as a social 
worker you are trained to handle emotions and yeah you know I am not 
a crying person so I always say I work with my head I think things 
through and then jokingly I said every year annually I’m going to the 
beach and I’m going to sit on the rocks and let the sea wash all the 
Johannesburg nonsense out of me. 
Work hijacking 
In the beginning it was for me a problem, but you know what I just felt 
that, first of all he was 10 years younger than me, academically, I was 
stronger than him. Yes, it hurts, and it brought me to the point that I just 
said I will do what I can do and bugger the rest. 
   
S1IM You know as a black woman the upbringing is also part of how we 
behave, how we see ourselves in leadership. Um as we grow up you 
know we get told that men are sort of superior than women. When you 
grow up and you got your parents and you see how your mother is being 
treated or your aunts, or your female character women in your family 
how they get treated and somehow you get to accept that's how you 
supposed to behave or how it supposed to be. 
Patriarchy 
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At times I may get to bed tired and then the husband still wants his other 
things up in bed and feel like it’s all male entitlement. 
Things don’t have to be according to what the bible says because we're 
both human beings why should he be better why should he be treated, 
or he get a special treatment than me. 
During our marriage, it was you know you again upbringing when you 
grow up you tend to sort of rely on your husband you know that men are 
the sole provider. You depend on them you don't look at yourself as a 
person. 
You rely on somebody that your upbringing tells you that this person will 
take care of you and you need to love that person, but you get to the 
point of just losing the actual person you rely on. And Unfortunately, the 
way he passed on ……………...(pause). I will say when you lose 
somebody whether they are sick, whether they are in an accident; 
because my husband basically committed suicide. I basically lost 
everything, all my hard work I lost myself in that process. 
   
Z1ZM Men are more visible still in the workplace. Patriarchy 
   
M1VC I am from the Ngoni tribe we are a matriarchal society. The 
woman/When I get married my husband comes and builds his house in 
my home. So, we inherit them, and he becomes a son in this family. 
Patriarchy 
My Malawian experience is that women, we are supposed to be in 
subjection to men. That’s the starting point. 
“I know women who have advanced quite quickly in those positions, they 
have sort of forsaken the family side of things and concentrated on their 
careers. Which always has a spin of oh she has neglected the family. 
You know when things go bad in the family then it is attributed to you 
again so it is like either way as a woman you can't win. 
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S3AC Women don’t plan their family life right and kids. You will find and I see 
all the successful women have au pairs and drivers. It’s the ones that 
can’t afford that who have problems in their careers. Yesterday I 
interviewed somebody that has three kids and she said she has an au 
par and driver for the kids. 
Patriarchy 
   
Z2FS Before that the only suitable positions for us girls were of those working 
as nurses and teachers. All managers and directors were men. There 
was no way a female person would be seen or taken as the director. 
 
   
S2RB I think my dad only knew maybe how to make a cup of tea and very late 
in their marriage he would toast bread in the morning.” 
 
My mum even told me I should change my job and at that stage I was a 
trainer a specialist in the meat industry general food industry across 
South Africa and even went to Namibia, Swaziland and Malawi. She said 
I should change my job because I would never find anyone to marry me 
because I travel too much. 
   
S4KB But the moment the men found out who I was, I did not even see them 
leave. I just saw the dust. I am not married, and I have never been 
married, but I think it still that prevalent marriage was important. At that 
time men qualified later than women so many of them had to go into the 
work market to earn a living, some could not even complete their studies. 
So, what happened is we had this group of women that were extremely 
well qualified, but they did not want positions that would take them away 
from these men. 
Patriarchy 
   
Z4SS You know, you find men generally do that, they discuss, let’s give one 
another business ideas but you find that it's different for women to get 
into that sphere, to get into that circle. Especially now because my 
husband is late……. Because, one, you can already imagine, somebody 
is married and now you are seen seated together having lunch with 
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somebody whose husband has passed on in a public place, and good 
looking. You know people get uncomfortable. You know, I have even 
experienced it in the family. In my husband's family, that people are 
uncomfortable with me. 
I think it is there because at the end of the day, women compromise 
more of their own growth for the sake of either to preserve sanity of their 
marriage, of their family or sanity in the workplace. Sometimes I feel we 
can, and we must fight more to be recognized. 
   
S5LA I had a particularly patriarchal boss. At one stage he really believed he 
was better than anybody else…... With this kind of adoration, he didn't 
get from the me so there's also the other way around and I think that's 
just as unfair. So, I was not one of his favourites because I did not fall 
down at his feet. 
Patriarchy 
So, I ended up doing, because of all of this, my PhD much later in life 
when I had small children. 
Z5SC    
Although my husband was coming every month and then disappear, and 
I would give him peanut butter and tell him to sell it for me. 
   
S6CV Yes, for quite a number of years we had a boss, a black man, he's a 
Zulu guy. But now I must admit, it wasn't only females, it was a whole 
culture in our department that you work with humiliation, you work with 
questioning everything, you never worked with satisfaction, you never 
worked thinking. 
Patriarchy 
   
Z6JM  ………the African continent remains a highly patriarchal society.  
I rose through the ranks in Government to the position of Vice President 
of the Republic. I also owe a lot to an academic sojourn that I undertook 
while balancing equally important roles as a young wife, a mother, 
cabinet minister and, at the tail end of it, as a Vice President. 
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S1IM …………the good thing or positive thing is from end of this month I'll be 
attending a leadership program. 
Education 
 For some time, last year, I wanted to do operations management but 
because of money issues I couldn’t. 
 
   
Z1ZM Education opens the mind therefore should be viewed as social capital 
which you can use latter on in life. 
 
Academic qualifications are mocked as in one organisation the senior 
male counterparts who didn’t have told me that my papers meant 
nothing. This was due to the friction caused by NGO remuneration open 
policies that stipulate salary scales commensurate with experience. 
I had just finished my Masters and some people didn't even have the 
first degree and they were senior. In one conversation, they said "People 
come here with their papers and they think papers will work for them. 
   
M1V1 ……...we graduated with the same qualifications but when we get to the 
workplace my male counterparts already has added advantage then and 
it's just we currently are still ruled by men. 
 
   
S3AC The problem in this country is financial illiteracy most, everybody. When 
you see people with degrees, they don't even know what's a balance 
sheet. I mean what degree is that. 
Education 
   
Z2FS They obtained their degrees for the wrong reasons they want to prove 
to the husband’s relatives that the finally went to school and obtained a 
degree. 
 
I am a holder as well as the owner of a master’s degree in international 
studies that I obtained in South Korea. 
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I thought by the time I got back everyone who knew me and my 
educational background would see how successful I had become in 
terms of education only to be given a normal treatment similar to that of 
a person who is not very learned. 
   
S2RB  I passed my B Tech Food Technology caume laude.  
have a master's degree in science and the boss has years of experience 
but with no tertiary qualification maybe official courses but I don't know. 
  
Z3LH As I see it our culture was not in favour of educating the girl child 
…………..They are really pulling us down maybe according to men 
because that is what they think and because of that they will not give us 
a supervisory role for they will be saying Love quickly. cry at work and 
the subordinates will not respect you or will not listen or follow 
instructions. 
Education 
   
S4KB I researched on a project for my second PhD working for a company that 
eventually requested me to drop my studies …Even though I had a PhD 
and none of the men in the department I was never promoted never 
ever. 
Education 
What I can tell you is the day I registered at university for a Bachelor of 
Science degree one of my lecturers said you do realise that you are not 
going to get married. Now that might sound peculiar it was brought out 
because I think in our society Now I'm talking a long time ago but I think 
it still that prevalent.   
   
Z4SS My first degree was accounting so I had to switch and study law I had to 
register with the estate administration council. 
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S5LA So, I ended up doing because of all of this my PhD much later in life 
when I had small children. 
Education 
Yes, I did very definitely experience subordination in my positions 
despite being highly educated. I only became head of department in 
1995. That was when women were also liberated, when the ANC was 
liberated. People tend to see this as a black/white thing. I was liberated 
when the ANC took over because it took away those barriers that were 
in place. 
   
Z5SC I am doing my degree I want to get to a PhD. Education 
   
S6CV  I have got a degree in social work, I have got this degree in public 
administration and Masters degree in public administration so it’s not 
that I don’t have it, the problem is and I have spoken a lot about that you 
grow into management, there is a time that you go up ,you go up, you 
go up but then you lose the actual thing why you studied. I studied to 
work with people now I sit and I manage. I manage staff but that is not 
me. 
 
   
Z6JM  I also owe a lot to an academic sojourn that I undertook while balancing 
equally important roles as a young wife, a mother, cabinet minister and, 
at the tail end of it, as a Vice President.  
Education 
   




tribalism Due to apartheid in everything you sort of scared not of white men but 
white nation. But you had that distance you are sort of scared to be close 
or you're scared to say something the way I do things now because I 
had a couple of experiences that changed that concept, that attitude on 
women, how do you see or portray yourself. 
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He is like a white man or white man who has been given a position when 
born, and he gets someone to do his job………. I am the only black 
amongst this team. 
In a way, it’s difficult because of race. I believe race has an impact on 
growth and exposure. 
The executives in South Africa are; general manager is white, ops 
director is white, ok the finance lady she's white, the salesperson is white 
male, maintenance manager is white male. I am the only black amongst 
this team. When we sit in meetings, they all speak Afrikaans. They have 
a tendency of speaking Afrikaans in the middle of a conversation, I have 
a way of dealing with it. I hear Afrikaans a bit. I will keep quiet until they 
ask me what I think, and I will say about what? Not trying to be rude but 
just to get the message through to them. I think they are very rude. 
I open the email and wonder whether they need me to get a translator. I 
open the email and must decide what to do with it and chuck it away. 
Trust me I just delete it. When somebody ask, me I tell them it was in 
Afrikaans and I don’t read Afrikaans. 
   
Z1ZM ……and then how I even got the job due to the option that I'm from 
Bulawayo so the option I'm told when I was already in the position that 




The first opportunity was due to tribal grounds I am Ndebele, for tribal 
reasons, the second was volunteer basis and they wanted to encourage 
their volunteers. It made me question is it on merit or is because I'm the 
only one. 
In Zimbabwe moving from Bulawayo to Harare language was a major 
challenge. However, Zimbabwe people were much easier to work with 
unlike here when you think you are dealing with this particular thing yet 
it’s to do with other motives. 
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M1V1 Growing up my father used to say I should never get married to a Shona 
because the Shona’s they own you. You become their thing. You go 
kumusha and whatever. The Ndebeles on the other hand they were 
better but still he had issues with them in terms of the way they treat 
women. Malawian men are generally soft so there is always that element 
of them being subdued in a way. but when it comes to the workplace 




   
S2AC I think women who use race are…. (pause) it is the wicked people who 
use the race card, I have never seen a strong black woman, white 
woman, Indian woman or whatever colour they are use the race card. 
The ones that use the race card are the ones with a chip on their 
shoulder and emotional intelligence is weak.  
 
 I think another emotionally intelligent thing is to respect racial diversity 
or maybe cultural diversity. 
 l am from an Afrikaans background and the challenge is how you 
overcome that Afrikaans man's perception that I am independent, and I 
am your equal. 
   
S5LA People tend to see this as a black/white thing. I am flummoxed.  
 I mean most people don't know what I did at university and my thing is 
how I fought against apartheid. They don't know how I voted against 
apartheid since I turned 18, they don't know. My parents were 
immigrants into South Africa. My father was bundled in John Foster 
Square and handcuffed because he served black men in his restaurant. 





I travel to a lot of countries in Africa. I have been to I think 26 countries 
and I find the rest of the African continent extremely open hearted and 
welcoming and I never ever feel that there's a colour difference between 
me and them. The moment I set foot back in South Africa I get that 
feeling of I don't want to talk to you, I dislike you because you are white. 
Simply because you are white, and I think that is terribly sad. 
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S6CV The race for me is more important than the gender. I need to send that 
person into Diepsloot, the one position and the other one in Soweto and 
that person must be free to talk, to work, to listen and to develop. So that 




   
S1IM I don’t believe our organisations in South Africa looking at the ones I 
have worked for are structured and function in a way that will support 
women career growth. 
Support 
Structures 
During our marriage, it was you know you again upbringing when you 
grow up you tend to sort of rely on your husband you know that men are 
the sole provider. you depend on them you don't look at yourself as a 
person that can-do things for yourself. 
   
Z1ZM To summarise all this, family influences the position I take in leadership. 
I had a mother who stayed for the children. Family builds character. I 
strongly believe if both of us cannot be there one of us must be there. 
Support 
Structures 
I have been told you bring your papers and all that I still think it’s 
important.  I value family and education because I believe this builds the 
social side of life and support structure for an individual. 
Even for the workplace I make it clear with my superiors. I will take leave 
for my family. I believe in applying myself in both spheres. 
The biblical principle that a man is the head shows its ugly head in more 
ways than one. I went to a new church with my husband whereby the 
tradition was the wife hands over the microphone to the husband for him 
to introduce himself first. Then the woman follows. We decided to do it 
the opposite way and the elders of the church explain to us that God 
created man and then woman. I respect that order. 
   
M1VC I guess as society I think we tend to be very harsh on women in senior 
leadership, But I also tend to think there is a distortion with the way 
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society sees things because some men view those women, as well 
some people as not there in leadership on merit. 
Support 
Structures 
Growing up my father used to say I should never get married to a Shona 
because the Shona’s they own you. You become their thing. You go 
kumusha and whatever. The Ndebeles on the other hand they were 
better but still he had issues with them in terms of the way they treat 
women. Malawian men are generally soft so there is always that element 
of them being subdued in a way. but when it comes to the workplace, 
they are still the men and you must know your place as a woman. 
   
S2AC From a societal point of view, first in the day that I went to university 
women could become teacher’s nurses bank clerks those kinds of 
things. I from a very young age strangely enough my grandfather said 
that you will go to university. He loved Maths and he instilled that love of 
Maths in me. There must be early in any woman's career somebody that 
shapes a woman beyond her limits even as a young girl. 
Support 
Structures 
The problem is jealous husbands; women have jealousy husbands. 
They keep women back. Jealous husbands can become a barrier to a 
woman's success. They think they can go and smooch around and she 
is just at home all the time they can even go away for a weekend to 
Dubai and not even tell their wife but she's also another executive and 
she has planned for a meeting on a Saturday and there is the husband 
sitting somewhere in Dubai. The husbands therefore interrupt 
somebody's personal life. 
I am running my own business today because of support from one of my 
male mentors 
I respect my family and their values, but I don't always have to be part 
of it. Having an Italian husband broadened my horizons in terms of my 
international perspectives. For him South Africa was not the be all and 
the end all, so I think cross-cultural interactions enriches you. I've got 
white friends I've got black friends I've got black friends that are dear to 
me and are home Friends. I am fortunate I can speak Xhosa. 
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My uncle is a sheep farmer when I get there, he loves taking me out and 
showing me his farm and very proud. He is the man. I enjoy going to him 
and being pampered you know. 
   
Z2FS Both the boss and female colleagues are in it for money and want more 
so there is competition already. Groups such as women empowerment 
and gender equality are neither here nor there, according to my view 
there is nothing like that because those who are supposed to be giving 
us the better positions are not willing to give us the positions. Those who 
are supposed to be giving us the stick are the same people who have 




due to the cultural misconceptions that stated female children were not 
supposed to go to school” ………………because you see a child who is 
18years old going out of the house anytime unlike us the only time you 
can move out of the house is when you are at 16 and you will not be 
moving out to go and stay alone but going to get married to a rich man 
or a man from the white garment churches or you will be working to earn 
a living or you will not been going to school for you would have been 
impregnated. 
So, if the society was at one point against girls becoming learned how 
about obtaining a leadership position? As I see it our culture was not in 
favour of educating the girl child. It is a very big concern and that is how 
I observed. I have my first degree and master’s degree. My parents were 
enlightened my mother was a nurse and my father was a soldier by then. 
   
S4KB I thank my parents for that. I was brought up in a family that taught me 
that men and women are equal. I have two brothers and there was 
absolutely no difference between us. My parents said I should have as 
much education as I wanted. 
Support 
Structures 
   
S5LA I had a good support system. My parents always pushed me in a nice 
way. They always did for me what they could. From an early age they 
said to me you're going to go places because you've got the brains and 
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you've got the character for it. So that helped me honestly to get me to 
cushion myself, to get to where I got my life today. 
Legislation can create a false sense of protection but that's about it. It’s 
about how you make that legislation work. BEE is like any legislation, it's 
either you enforce it, or you don't. 
   
S6CV The race for me is more important than the gender. I need to send that 
person into Diepsloot, the one position and the other one in Soweto and 
that person must be free to talk, to work, to listen and to develop. So that 
is my frustration with EE. 
Support 
Structures 
   
S2AC We tend to sit and mourn, go and do your own thing. Become an 
entrepreneur. 
Entrepreneurship 
I am running my own business today because of support from one of my 
male mentors. 
At executive level where I recruit salaries are on par but maybe at lower 
level there are salary discrepancies. If you compete for a job at executive 
level remuneration is equal. If I recruit a CEO with a package range, it is 
same for men and women. 
   
S4KB Women will not be going anywhere. It will look nice on paper. Talk is 
cheap and unfortunately if you look at the reality it's not the people that 
are the problem it is the whole setup, So I think if we want women in 
business, they have to create their own businesses. 
Entrepreneurship 
   
S5LA But I think there's a huge misconception. So, women are not even given 
the opportunity to come into an interview for that matter. 
Entrepreneurship 
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M1V1 It is a very lonely life up there, from experience from what I have seen 
and it is not something that is for me I forsake the price the money that 
comes with it for the contentment, the time I have with my children the 
time I have with myself and to do the things that I really enjoy that is 
more important to me than to be up there in senior leadership positions. 
 
   
Z2LH Groups such as women empowerment and gender equality are neither 
here nor there, according to my view there is nothing like that because 
those who are supposed to be giving us the better positions are not 
willing to give us the positions. Those who are supposed to be giving us 
the stick are the same people who have been holding on to the stick for 
ages. 
Entrepreneurship 
From here I intend to go to law school and start my own law firm I may 
start up working for others, but I will end up having my law firm I will be 
a director compared with here were I am being referred to as assistant 
maste.r 
S1IM In my experience, I will say my sort of barrier is even though I feel 
stronger and grown I am still not confident enough. Hence, I want to get 
more exposure and that's why I'm saying I'm excited to go through this 
leadership program Something that's going to make me better. It's 
mainly about getting more exposure too. There's nothing that's keeping 
me from helping other women, but I still don't feel confident enough to 
stand up. 
Entrepreneurship 
